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Introduction: 

To Preserve the To no man is it permitted to 

Cosmos change these prayers. . . . 

At the end of the fourth century c.e. the decline of traditional pagan 
culture had come to focus on the temples of the gods, the last vestige of 
the "old ways" By 386 sacrifices to the gods had been outlawed and 
temples were being vandalized by Christian monks. To protect the 
pagan shrines the orator Libanius appealed to Emperor Theodosius, 
saying: 

They [the monks] are spreading out like torrents across the coun¬ 
tryside; and in ruining the temples, they are also ruining the 
countryside itself at one and the same time. For to snatch from a 
region the temple which protects it is like tearing out its eye , killing it , 
annihilating it . The temples are the very life of the countryside; 
around them are built houses and villages, in their shadow a 
succession of generations have been bom up until the present 
day It is in those temples that farmers have placed their hopes for 
themselves and their wives and children, for their oxen and for 
the ground they have sown or planted. A country region whose 
temple has been destroyed in this manner is lost, because the 
despairing villagers no longer have the will to work. It would be 
pointless to exert themselves, they think, because they have been 
deprived of the gods who made their labors prosper. 1 

Despite Libanius's plea it was too late. The countryside had already been 
"blinded" and the gods were being driven from the land. 2 For pagans, 
the loss of these shrines marked the end of a way of life: it severed their 


1. Libanius, Pro templis 30.8; quoted by H. D. Saffrey, "The Piety and Prayers of Ordi¬ 
nary Men and Women in Late Antiquity/' in Classical Mediterranean Spirituality, ed. A. H. 
Armstrong (New York: Crossroad, 1986), 200. 

2. See Pierre Chuvin, A Chronicle of the Last Pagans, trans. B. A. Archer (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1990) for a succinct description of the end of traditional pagan 
religions in the fourth and fifth centuries. 
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contact with the gods, threatened their society, and disturbed the order 
of nature. 

The sentiments of Libanius reflect the despair of a culture that only 
two generations earlier had been far more hopeful. When the Roman 
imperial court first came under Christian influence during the reign of 
Constantine (312-336 c.e.), the leading thinkers of the pagan world 
turned to the Syrian Platonist, Iamblichus (c. 240-c. 325 c.e.), for spiri¬ 
tual and intellectual leadership. 3 An official of Emperor Licinius praised 
Iamblichus as "benefactor of the entire world," "universal blessing of the 
Hellenes," and "[the] one appointed by the gods to be the savior of the 
entire Hellenic world." 4 

Such praise was not mere hyperbole. Only one generation after 
Iamblichus's death, the emperor Julian employed the Platonic and 
theurgic doctrines of Iamblichus in an attempt to wrest control of the 
empire away from the "Galileans" and return it to the ancestral practices 
of the "Hellenes." In "the divine Iamblichus" Julian saw a philosopher 
equal to Plato, for Iamblichus's teachings had led Julian and other pagans 
to a deeper understanding of their traditional religious practices. Specifi¬ 
cally, Iamblichus revealed the integral connection between the rituals of 
cultic worship and the intellectual disciplines of philosophic paideia. Such 
an integration had been the goal of Plato himself, and by the fourth 
century c.e. it was crucial for the survival of Hellenic (i.e., non-Christian) 
religions. Julian recognized this and intended to repaganize the empire on 
Iamblichean lines. 5 In his short reign (361-363) he refurbished the tem¬ 
ples, restored a state priesthood, and praised the gods in hymns following 
Iamblichean doctrine. Yet Julian's enterprise ended abruptly with his 
death in 363 c.e. and by the end of the fourth century—apart from a small 
group of philosophical elite—the death of his world had all but transpired 
and the pagan gods had been exiled from the Christian empire. 

Iamblichus lived at a critical juncture in the history of the late antique 
world. As foremost Platonist of his time and designated "savior" of 
Hellenic culture, one might expect the "god-inspired Syrian" to have 
been a leading figure in the pagan polemic against Christianity. After all, 

3. For a biographical sketch of Iamblichus see John Dillon, "Iamblichus of Chalcis," 
Aufstieg und Niedergang der Romischen Welt (ANRW), vol. 2, 16.2 (New York: de Gruyter, 
1987), pp. 863-78. 

4. Julian, The Apocryphal Letters , nos. 75 and 76; The Works of the Emperor Julian , trans. W. C. 
Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), 3:243-45. For the identity of the au¬ 
thor, thought to be a student of Iamblichus, see T. D. Barnes, "A Correspondent of 
Iamblichus," Greek , Roman, and Byzantine Studies 19 (1979): 99-106. 

5. I have benefited from Jay Bregman's unpublished essay: "The Theurgic Bases of Late 

Pagan Theologico-Political' Theory." 


To Preserve the Cosmos 3 

his teacher Porphyry had been one of Christianity's most formidable 
v opponents. Yet there is no extant writing of Iamblichus in which he 

criticizes, or even mentions, Christianitv. For Iamblichus, the central 
issue of his age was not the polemic between pagans and Christians but 
the far more serious conflict between "old ways" and "new ways," be¬ 
tween the ancient traditions inspired by the gods and those recently 
invented by man. 

Iamblichus. was not a proponent of "Hellenic" culture in the manner 
of his enthusiastic student Julian. Indeed, writing in the persona of 
Abammon, an Egyptian priest, Iamblichus claimed in the De Mysteriis 6 
that "Hellenes" had already abandoned their religious heritage, and he 
blamed them for the loss of sanctity in his age: 

At the present time I think this is the reason everything has fallen 
into a state of decay—both in our [sacred] words and prayers—it 
is because they are continually being changed by the endless inno¬ 
vations and lawlessness of the Hellenes. For the Hellenes are by 
nature followers of the latest trends and are eager to be carried off 
in any direction, possessing no stability in themselves. Whatever 
they may have received from other traditions they do not pre¬ 
serve, but even this they immediately reject and change everv- 
" thing through their unstable habit of seeking the latest terms. 
(DM 259, 5-14) 

Iamblichus's tirade against the Greeks should not surprise us, for 
Plato himself censured the Greeks with almost identical charges, and he 
blamed the cultural demise of his own era on the innovations of Hellenic 
thinkers (Lazos 657a). Such anti-Hellenic criticism was, in fact, a topos in 
Plato's writings, as was his exaltation of barbarian races (especially Egyp¬ 
tian) in contrast to the unstable Greeks. Iamblichus similarly praised the 
Egyptians and explained the power of their hieratic rites: 

Understand that since the Egyptians were first to be allotted the 
participation in the Gods, the Gods are pleased when invoked 
according to the custom of the Egyptians [DM 258, 3-6]. . . . The 
barbarians, since they are fixed in their manners, firmly continue 
to employ the same words. Thus they are beloved by the Gods 

6. The standard edition is jamblique: Les mysteres d'Egypte, trans. and ed. E. des Places 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1966). Also useful is Thomas Taylor's translation, Iamblichus on the 
Mysteris of the Egyptians , Chaldeans, and Assyrians, 2d ed. (London: Bertram Dobell, 1895). 
References to the De Mysteriis will be noted by DM. 
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and offer invocations pleasing to them. To no man is it permitted 
to change these prayers in any way. (DM 259, 14-19) t 

For Iamblichus, the crisis of the fourth century had little to do with 
Christianity. As a Platonist he felt responsible to preserve humanity's 
contact with the gods, so his concern was not with Christians or with any 
other group that promised to replace the "old" order with a "new" one. As 
Plato put it, such purveyors of "new styles" could never corrupt the 
"sacred" traditions rooted in the cosmic gods (Laws 657b). Yet Iamblichus 
was more than a Platonist, he w ? as also one of the holy barbarians of whom 
he speaks. A Syrian by birth, Iamblichus chose not to hellenize his Semitic ■ 

name, as was the fashion among educated and well-to-do families; 7 
rather, like his own pious barbarians he remained loyal to a holy ancestry. 

Descended from the royal blood of the priest-kings of Emesa—several of 
whom bore his name 8 —Iamblichus possessed a unique perspective to 
reinterpret Plato's esteem for those races who maintained an unbroken * 

contact with the gods. In lamblichus's estimation the responsibility of 
Platonists to value and explore this contact had recently been ignored and 
Plato's cosmological principles overlooked due to an excessive rational¬ 
ism in Platonic schools. This rationalism exalted the powers of the mind i 

while diminishing the prestige of the traditional cults of the gods that, in 
lamblichus's view, were the basis for all genuine culture and wisdom. It is 
ironic, but the exile of the Hellenic gods lamented by Libanius in the 
fourth century may w r ell have been initiated by the antipathies of leading 
Hellenic thinkers toward the powers of the sensible cosmos and the cults f 

that venerated them. 9 # : 

To appreciate lamblichus's contribution to the late antique world and l 

to the Platonic tradition we must understand the crisis of the age as he ; 

did. Only then can we understand why Iamblichus placed theourgia 
(god-work) at the heart of Platonic disciplines, why he preferred it to 
theologia (god-talk), and why his soteriology was intimately tied to the 
invocation of the natural powers of the cosmos. Iamblichus believed that 
the world described by Plato in the Timaeus was being tom apart by a 
new kind of Platonism that denied the sanctity of the world and elevated 1 

the human mind beyond its natural limits. According to Iamblichus.such 

7. His contemporary, Porphyry, by contrast, was born with the Phoenician name 
Malchos; John Dillon, 'Iamblichus of Chalcis," 864. 

8. The Syriac or Aramaic original is ya-mliku, which means "(El) is king" or "May he * 

rule." Dillon, "Iamblichus of Chalcis," 863-65. 

9. The pronounced rationality among philosophers of late antiquity, including their 

distaste for cultic activity, is described by Pierre Hadot, Exercices spirituels et philosophic 

antique (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1981), 237-38. 


rationalistic hubris threatened to separate man from the activity of the 
gods, and he presented theurgy as the antidote to restore contact with 

the divine order. 

lamblichus's distinction between theurgy and theology is crucial for 
understanding his Platonism. 10 For theology was merely logos, a "dis¬ 
course about the gods," and however exalted, it remained a human 
activity, as did philosophy. Theurgy, on the other hand, was a theion 
ergon, a "work of the gods" capable of transforming man to a divine 
status. Although the term theourgia, originated with second-century 
Platonists to describe the deifying power of Chaldean rituals—some of 
which were believed to be transmitted by the soul of Plato himself 11 —it 
was Iamblichus who provided a philosophic rationale for the perfor¬ 
mance of these rites and ensured that theurgy would become an integral 
part of the Platonic vocabulary. In Platonic terms, theurgy fulfilled the 
goal of philosophy understood as a homoiosis thed. The rituals them¬ 
selves, Iamblichus explained, varied according to the capacities of its 
participants, and though he provided little information about particu¬ 
lars, it is clear that many "theurgic" rites were already well known to the 
Hellenic world. In the hands of Iamblichus, theurgy represented a reval¬ 
uation of traditional cult practices. Iamblichus maintained that the divine 
principles invoked in these rites were exemplified abstractly and theoreti¬ 
cally in the teachings of Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle, and that both 
cultic acts and philosophic paideia were rooted in one source: the ineffa¬ 
ble powder of the gods. In theurgy these divine principles were embodied 
and enacted, not merely contemplated, and in whatever context this 
occurred it was a "work of the gods," a theourgia in which the human 
soul participated both as recipient and beneficiary. 

As a Platonist, Iamblichus defended the practice of theurgy accord¬ 
ing to the canons of the Platonic tradition. Therefore, any attempt to 
understand Iamblichean theurgy must follow the Platonic themes that 
Iamblichus himself was so careful to explain. Of central concern to 
Iamblichus was Plato's description of the cosmos and its role in the 
education and deification of the soul. As we shall see, it was the issue 
of the soul's place in the sensible cosmos that divided Iamblichus and 
all subsequent theurgical Platonists from the nontheurgical Platonism 
of Plotinus and Porphyry. 

In the De Mysteriis, Iamblichus the philosopher argued that Plato's 

10. For the history of the term theourgia in later Platonism see Hans Lewy, Chaldean 
Oracles and Theurgy , ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 461-66. 

11. H. D. Saffrey, "Les Neoplatoniciens et les oracles chaldaiques," Revue des Etudes 
Augustiniennes 27 (1981): 218-19. 
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teachings were integrally related to the sacred traditions of the Egyp¬ 
tians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians; and as a theurgist, he explained and 
defended his tradition using Platonic categories. In so doing Iamblichus 
established a new synthesis of cult and philosophy, becoming the first 
leader of a Platonic school to function simultaneously as hierophant of 
a sacred cult, 12 The synthesis of these diverse modes of thought in 
Iamblichus's school deeply influenced and, in some measure, defined 
the soteriological thinking of the later Platonists and other inheritors of 
Platonic thought. 

The great influence Iamblichus exercised over subsequent Platonists 
was due, in large part, to the theoretical framework he outlined in the De 
Mysteriis for a wide variety of divinational rites practiced in the late 
antique world. On the one hand it was a great theoretical achievement to 
have demonstrated how the abstract tenets of the Platonists were exem¬ 
plified concretely in time-honored divinational rites. Yet in practical 
terms, as the Church increasingly began to persecute pagans and outlaw 
their religious practices in the later fourth century, Iamblichus's apology 
for traditional pagan forms of worship and divination gained far more 
than theoretical significance. The De Mysteriis and Iamblichean theurgy 
became the foundation for the resurgence and continued life of Platonic 
communities until the closing of the Athenian Academy by Justinian in 
529 C.E. and later—for Platonists in exile—in the frontier city of Harran 
where Iamblichean Platonism ultimately passed into Arab hands and 
thrived until the tenth century. 13 

It should be recognized that the author of the De Mysteriis eventually 
came to play a far different role from any that he might have imagined as a 
Platonic teacher living on one of his estates in the predominantly pagan 
Apamea of the late third and early fourth centuries. Even the title of his 
best-known work, the De Mysteriis , is not his own but that of the Renais¬ 
sance "magus/' Marsilio Ficino, who attempted to revive Iamblichean 
Platonism in fifteenth-century Florence. 14 The true title of the work, 

12. Not surprisingly, Iamblichus's Pythagoras was portrayed as the exemplary spiritual 
man, combining cultic worship and philosophy in his teachings. See Iamblichus: On the 
Pythagorean Life , para. 85, translation with notes and introduction by Gillian Clark (Liver¬ 
pool: Liverpool University Press, 1989). See also Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Way of Life, 
text, translation, and notes by John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars 
Press, 1991). 

13. For an excellent account of the influence of Iamblichus on the struggle of later 
Platonists against Christian persecution, see Polymnia Athanassiadi, "Persecution and 
Response in Late Paganism: The Evidence of Damascius," Journal of Hellenic Studies 113 
(1993): 1-29, See also Michel Tardieu, "Sabiens Coraniques et 'Sabiens' de Harran," Journal 
Asiatique 274 (1986): 1-44. 

14. Ficino's full title is De Mysteriis Aegyptiorium, Chaldaeorum, Assyriorum. 





though less sensational, more accurately describes its contents; "The Re¬ 
ply of the Master Abammon to the 'Letter of Porphry to Anebo/ and the 
solutions to the difficulties that it contains." 15 In effect, this treatise, which 
today has become notorious as an apology for the practice of magic and 
divination, formed part of the correspondence between two of the most 
learned Platonists of the later third century. Porphyry, who directed a 
Platonic school in Rome, posed the questions and was therefore responsi¬ 
ble for the structure of the work. Yet it was Iamblichus's answers that 
changed the course of Platonism; in his lengthy replies to Porphyry's 
questions Iamblichus solved problems that had long vexed Platonists, 
and he provided a philosophically viable framework for a religious way of 
life that Porphyry himself had longed to create. 

Yet why would Iamblichus adopt the pseudonym of an Egyptian 
priest in order to explain his Platonic mystagogy? According to the later 
Platonists the answer was clear. 16 Plato himself had acknowledged that 
his' writings were merely a propaideia to deeper mysteries, 17 and in 
several dialogues he spoke of the influence of "Oriental," particularly 
"Egyptian," wisdom on his thought. 18 Although Plato probably never 
participated in Egyptian or Chaldean mysteries, he was believed to 
have done so by Platonists, 19 and therefore the Oriental element in 
Iamblichus's Platonism should not be seen as alien but as an attempt to 
reveal more completely the wellspring of Platonic wisdom. 20 Just as 
Plato turned to his Lady of Prophecy, Diotima Mantinike, 21 to reveal 

erotic mysteries, so Iamblichus deferred to his persona, the Egyptian 

*.% * 

15. H. D. Saffrey, "Les livres IV a VII de De Mysteriis de Jamblique relus avec la Lettre de 
Porphyre it Anebon in The Divine Iamblichus: Philosopher and Man of Gods, ed. H. J. Blumen- 
thal and E. G. Clark (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1993), 144^5. 

16. In his Thiologie platonicienne (77i.Pt), vol. 1 (Saffrey-Wosterink, 1968), Proclus says 
that Plato received his philosophy from the gods (5,1-6), and that in writing the dialogues 
he functioned as a mystagogue: "the primary leader and hierophant of those true myster¬ 
ies into which souls separated from terrestrial places are initiated" (6, 2-7). It was a 
commonplace among Platonists that Plato received his mathematic and hieratic teachings 
from the Egyptians; see Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy (4, 8-10), trans. L. G. 
Westerink (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1962), 8-9; cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics 981a, 21-26. 
For a discussion of the Oriental origin of Platonic philosophy see B. D. Larsen, Jamblique de 
Chalcis: Exegete et philosophe (Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 150-52; cf. J. Bidez, Eos, ou 
Platon et l'orient (Brussels: M. Bayez, 1945; reprint, New York: AMS Press, 1979), 21-23. 

17. See esp. The Seventh Letter 341c-d. 

18. Statesman 290c-e; Timaeus 21; Phaedrus 275b; Laws 819b; Philebus 18b; Charmides 
156b-157c. 

19. Larsen, Jamblique de Chalcis , 151-52. 

20. Ibid., 155-57, 

21. Symposium 201 d, 2. For the connection between Mantinea and mantis see Plato: 
Symposium , ed. K, J. Dover (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 136-38. 
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priest Abammon, to explain theurgic mysteries, the hieratike techne. In 
the role of Egyptian mystagogue responding to the questions and criti¬ 
cisms of Porphyry the "philosopher," lamblichus played "divine re- 
vealer" to the wayward Hellene, guiding Porphyry back to the primi¬ 
tive intuitions that Plato and Pythagoras received from the Egyptians. 22 
Since Plato's dialogues had already become a kind of scripture for 
fourth-century Platonists, 23 the hieratic posture adopted by lamblichus 
would not have seemed unorthodox. 

To understand theurgical Platonism, however, one must first under¬ 
stand lamblichus"s cosmology and soteriology. He believed that it was 
necessary for the soul to inhabit its proper "place" in the cosmos, so we 
must try to picture the place of the soul according to the later Platonists. 
For lamblichus, Plato's Laws provide the model of a community properly 
placed in the cosmos. 

Plato says that in man's Golden Age humanity was ruled by a divine 
hierarchy that ensured the well-being of all. The god Kronos established 
religious and political law, and society was governed by daimons. Plato 

says: 

✓ 


Kronos gave our communities as their kings and rulers, not men 
but Daimones , beings of diviner and superior kind just as we still 
do the same with our flocks of sheep and herds of other domesti¬ 
cated animals. We do not set oxen to manage oxen, or goats to 
manage goats; we, their betters in kind, act as masters ourselves. 
So, the god, in his kindness to man, did the same; he set over us 
the superior race of Daimones. (Laws 713cd; trans. A. E. Taylor) 

Guided by these daimons, man enjoyed peace, prosperity, and justice 
until he usurped their authority, began to rule himself, and ignored the 
hierarchical law that each species must obey its superior order (Laws 
71 Sab). In accord with this principle, Plato believed that humanity 
should seek to reestablish the order and hierarchy of the Golden Age 
(.Republic 500c). 

This myth reveals Plato's model for cosmic and social order. It de¬ 
scribes a taxonomy in which the gods stand as the principle and basis for 

22. Larsen, Jamblique de Chalcis, 150-57. 

23. H. D. Saffrey, "Quelques aspects de la spirituality des philosophes neoplatoniciens," 
Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Theologiques 68 (1984): 170-71. Cf. Philip Merlan, "Religion 
and Philosophy from Plato's Phaedo to the Chaldaean Oracles/' Journal of the History of 
Philosophy 1 (1963): 163-76. 
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human society. 24 Acting as intermediaries between the gods and man, 
daimons revealed the rhythms of the year through which human society 
contacted the gods in ritual and sacrifice and thus became properly 
“placed" within the unity of the cosmos. As Plato observes, for a city to 
be kept alive "its sacrifices and feasts must fit the true natural order 
(Lazos 809d), and this coordination of human acts to the cosmos "in¬ 
creases the intelligence of men" (Laws 809e). Thus, Plato's homoidsis thed, 
recognized as the goal of paideia, was measured by the soul's homoidsis 
kosmo ; to be assimilated to the gods one had to enter into communion 
with the daimons who revealed them in the natural world. 

Plato's taxonomy of the cosmos and society exemplifies what Jonathan 
Z. Smith has termed a "locative" view of existence. 25 Quoting Cornelius 
Loew's outline of this worldview Smith describes the locative orientation 
as centered in five basic propositions: "(1) there is a cosmic order that 
permeates every level of reality; (2) this cosmic order is the divine society 
of the gods; (3) the structure and dynamics of this society can be dis¬ 
cerned in the movements and patterned juxtapositions of the heavenly 
bodies; (4) human society should be a microcosm of the divine society; 
and (5) the chief responsibility of priests and kings is to attune human 
order to the divine world." 26 In a locative orientation, evil and the "de¬ 
monic" 27 arise only when something is "out of place"; in Plato's taxon¬ 
omy, the demonic was relegated to the province of the inverted soul, 28 
turned "upside-down" ( anatrope ) and alienated from the Whole. 

Platonic paideia was supposed to reorient the soul to the cosmic 
(locative) order and exorcise it of its self-assertion. The "demonic," in the 
Platonic view, was a symptom of the soul's confusion, the cosmic order 
gone haywire. 29 Since Platonic taxonomy was locative as well as monis- 

24. Cf. Republic 441 c where Plato says that the elements of the city are equal in number 
to the elements of the soul and that these are displayed perfectly in the order of the 
heavens. 

25. Jonathan Z , Smith, Map Is Not Territory (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 88-103. 

26. Smith, Map Is Not Territory , 160. 

27. The term "demonic," as employed here and by Smith in his taxonomy, represents 
chaos, disorder, and evil; in short, that which threatens the cosmos. It should not be 
confused with the daimons of traditional Platonism. The Platonic daimon was a cosmogonic 
entity and certainly not evil, although the question surrounding its cosmogonic function 
did lead, eventually, to dualist interpretations that transformed the Platonic daimon into a 
demon. 

28. See Plato's description, Tim. 43b-e. 

29. 1 have borrowed Jonathan Z. Smith's use of the term "demonic" as discussed in his 
article: "Towards Interpreting Demonic Powers in Hellenistic and Roman Antiquity," ANRW 
2,16.1, see esp. 429-30. While I find Smith's terminology and analysis useful, I disagree with 
his description of the theurgist's worldview as "utopian" (438). The "utopian" view de- 




10 


Introduction 


tic, the demonic element was only relatively evil, an unbalanced expres¬ 
sion of divine elements. Therefore the power of evil was temporary and 
limited to the province of the upside-down soul. 

The pervasive acosmic mood of late antiquity effected a change in 
this locative orientation, and its influence was felt even in Platonic 
circles where it reversed the traditional locative taxonomy. In the late 
imperial period, man's "cosmological conviction" was shattered. 30 The 
all-pervasive and beneficent order of a cosmos articulated in its most 
sophisticated form by Plato—and less subtly by others—was trans¬ 
formed into a maleficent system of repression and punishment meted 
out by cruel demons. 31 As Smith puts it: 

Hellenistic man suffers from what might be called cosmic para¬ 
noia. He experiences himself to be naked and helpless; he sees 
danger and threat everywhere. Looking up at the heavens, at the 
stars, and the motions of the heavenly bodies, he no longer sees 
guarantors of order; the guardians of a good cosmic and human 
destiny . . . but rather a grim system of aggressors, an openly 
hostile army which seeks to chain him. (Map Is Not Territory, 138) 

In such a world. Smith says, man's salvation is no longer measured by 
the degree of his assimilation to the patterns of the cosmos "but rather 
by the degree to which he can escape the patterns" (139). Smith aptly 
terms this inverted locative orientation "utopian," meaning that there is 
no place in the cosmos that is good. 32 

Iamblichus's position developed in the context of this cosmic pessi¬ 
mism: he was the inheritor of a Plotinian Platonism where the soul never 
descended into a body; it remained in the heavens, above the flesh and 
the physical world. Plotinus's (c. 205-270 c.e.) view of the soul, which 
may have been influenced by Gnostic dualists, was unorthodox from a 
Platonic perspective. Plotinus admitted as much (Entt. IV, 8, 8, 1-4), yet 
his psychology had a profound influence on the Platonism of his time. 

With respect to Smith's locative and utopian categories, the Gnostics 


scribed in his essay seems less a worldview than a view of the self and should not be equated 
with the utopian worldview as described in Smith's articles: "Birth Up Side Down or Right 
Side Up?" in Map Is Not Territory , or "The Temple and the Magician." 

30. See E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (New York: Norton, 1965). 

31* Larsen, jamblique de Chalcis, 150-57. 

32. Smith pursues this theme with examples drawn from Gnostic and gnosticizing 
literature that demonstrate a reversed evaluation of the structures of the cosmos. See also 
Map Is Not Territory , 172-89. 
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and Plotinus were in the same camp and represent two possibilities 
within the utopian orientation: the Gnostics, by identifying the cosmos 
as evil and the soul as a fallen spirit; and Plotinus, by denying the soul's 
descent and identifying sensible matter as evil and the cause of the 
soul's confusion. They seemed to concur that traditional Platonic taxon¬ 
omy was no longer valid, for both project the demonic outside the soul. 
For Gnostics the soul was pure but polluted by material demons; for 
Plotinus the soul never descends at all. And with the effects of anatrope 
denied, or presumed to inhibit only a nonessential aspect of the soul, 
Plotinus, as much as the Gnostics, rejected the locative taxonomy of his 
inherited tradition. By placing the demonic outside the soul, in the de¬ 
mon enchantress Nature { Enn . IV, 4, 43, 23-26) and by denying the 
soul's descent from the noetic realm, Plotinus reversed Platonic taxon¬ 
omy. Whereas traditional Platonic paideia had traced an ascent to the 
gods through a deepening assimilation to cosmic orders, Plotinus's uto¬ 
pian orientation tended to devalue the cosmos as a divine revelation; 
this, in turn, denied the value of religious rituals tied to the rhythms of 
the sensible world. 

A* C. Lloyd has argued that Iamblichus's metaphysics of the completely 
descended soul served to justify his practice of theurgic rituals, and con¬ 

versely, that Plotinus's rejection of ritual practices and Porphyry's low 
evaluation of them reflected their view of the soul as undescended. 33 
Important as this may be to distinguish the metaphysics of Plotinian and 
Iamblichean Platonism, it does not sufficiently account for the pro¬ 

nounced significance that Iamblichus gave to this issue, Iamblichus's doc¬ 
trine of the completely descended soul may, in part, be explained as his 
intellectual justification for theurgy; but it was far more than that. Tied to 
this doctrine were issues central to the principles of the Platonic tradition. 
For Iamblichus, the doctrine of the undescended soul struck at the heart of 
Platonic paideia because it threatened to desacralize and demonize the 
cosmos. This consequence, clearly, was not foreseen by Plotinus, who 
would have opposed it* Indeed, Plotinus argued eloquently for the divin¬ 
ity of the cosmos against the Gnostics (Enn. II, 9), but for Iamblichus such 
arguments were futile without the corollary doctrine of the soul's descent. 
If, as Plotinus believed, the soul's confusion does not derive from the 
soul, if the soul does not undergo a complete change in embodiment, and 
if it does not, in fact, truly become embodied, then the manifestation of 
the divine as kosmos would have little or no role in the soul's paideia. In 

33. See A. C. Lloyd, "The Later Neoplatonists," in The Cambridge History of Later Greek 
and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed, A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1967), 287-93; cf. R. T* Wallis, Neoplatonism (Duckworth: London, 1972), 118-20. 
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addition, with the demonic projected from the soul to the sensible cos¬ 
mos, Plotinus gave to it a permanence it never held in traditional Plato¬ 
nism. In effect, the doctrine of the undescended soul split the cosmos into 
two opposed worlds, and if the physical world was upside-down 
(anatrope) and not the soul, then the performance of sacrifices and rituals 
to assimilate oneself to its orders would be worse than useless; they would 
be positively harmful, 34 

The doctrine of an undescended soul also had significant social conse- 
, quences. If the traditional agricultural and civic religious festivals were 
tied to nature's powers, to take part in them would commit oneself to 
the demonic order. The philosopher of the Plotinian school, therefore, 
should refuse to acknowledge demonic gods or participate in civic reli¬ 
gious rites and all corresponding social customs. To paraphrase the 
words of Plotinus, it is for the gods of the cosmos to come to the 
philosopher, not for him to go to them. 35 

While traditional Platonism had long recognized hierarchical distinc¬ 
tions in one's ascent to the gods, it never opposed one stage of paideia to 
the next in the manner described above. From the soul's prenatal "les¬ 
sons" given through the mother's rhythmic chants and movements 
(Laws 79Od), to the increase of intelligence from daily rituals ( Laws 809d) 
and the rigorous program of training in gymnastics, music, mathematics 
and dialectic (Republic 535a-541b), paideia was conceived by Plato as a 
hierarchical unfolding of the powers of the soul through a correspond¬ 
ing enfolding of the soul into the harmonies and powers of the cosmos. 
Higher degrees of paideia included lower degrees, just as primary orders 
of the cosmos contained subordinate orders. With the desacralization of 
the cosmos, however, this paradigm was lost, and despite Plotinus's 
profound testament to the divinity of the world in Against the Gnostics 
(Enn. II, 9), his doctrine of the undescended soul, in principle, has al¬ 
ready severed the body from its head. A complete separation was inevita¬ 
ble, ontologically separating the sensible cosmos from the noetic, and 
politically pitting the philosopher against the common man. 

Plotinus's position was reflected in the writings of his disciple. Por¬ 
phyry, the historical and ideological mediator between Plotinus and 


34. That this was not Plotinus's intention has been argued convincingly by A. H. 
Armstrong, "The Apprehension of Divinity in the Self and Cosmos in Plotinus/' in The 
Significance of Neoplatonism, ed. R. B. Harris (Norfolk, Va.: International Society for 
Neoplatonic Studies, 1976), 187-97. Indeed, Armstrong suggests that Iamblichus's use of 
the term huperphues in the De Mysteriis led to a "two world" way of thinking. See 
Tamblichus and Egypt/' Etudes Philosophicjues 2-3 (1987): 179-88. 

35. Porphyry, The Life of Plotinus, 10. 
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Iamblichus. 36 In his treatise On the Abstinence of Animal Food, 37 Porphyry 
attacked the practice of animal sacrifice and said such rites did not 
pertain to gods but to evil daimons: "For he who is studious of piety 
knows very well that no animated being is to be sacrificed to the Gods, 
but a sacrifice of this kind pertains to Daimones and to other Powers" (De 
Abst. II, 36, 5). In an explanation that was sure to delight Christians, 
Porphyry attributed the origin of these rites to the devices of bloodthir¬ 
sty daimons whose life depended on ingesting the vapors of blood 
sacrifice (II, 42, 1). He continued: "Falsehood is allied to these malevo¬ 
lent beings, for they want to be considered as Gods, and the power 
which presides over them is ambitious to appear as the greatest God. 
These are they who rejoice in libations and the savour of sacrifices" (II, 
42, 2; trans. T. Taylor). The philosopher should stand aloof from this 
superstitious cult and become godlike by dissociating himself from 
daimons and their misguided worshipers (II, 43, 3-4). Employing the 
formula of his master Plotinus, Porphyry advised the philosopher to 
forgo all ritual activities in order to return "alone, through himself, to 
God alone" (II, 49, 1); while the philosopher should understand the 
enchantments of nature and the cults tied to its daimons, he should 
have nothing to do with them. "In every respect," Porphyry says, "the 
philosopher is the savior of himself' (II, 49, 2). 

I would argue that Porphyry's repudiation of the value of cult sacrifice 
and his belief that man can save himself depend entirely on his accepting 
the doctrine of the undescended soul and its corollary that the human self 
is identical to the divine Nous. On this latter point Porphyry maintained 
flatly that "the true self is the Nous." (I, 29, 4). This new metaphysics 
undercut the traditional basis of paideia, for it transformed the Platonic 
homoiosis theo, measured by the soul's assimilation to the cosmic gods, into 
a homoiosis heauto with the "self" understood as the divine Nous! The 
soul's identification with the cosmos, therefore, was no longer necessary 
or desirable, for the cosmos had been altogether short-circuited: it was 
something to escape from, not assimilate oneself to. Consequently, Por¬ 
phyry conceived of salvation as the soul's permanent escape from the 
cosmos, "never again to find itself held and polluted by the contagion of 


36. See Garth Fowden's essay describing the "shift" in the Platonic tradition from the 
Plotinian/contemplative to the Iamblichean/theurgical mode, "Late Antique Paganism Rea¬ 
soned and Revealed," Journal of Roman Studies 71 (1981): 178-82. 

37. Porphyry, Porphyre: De VAbstinence (De Abst .), 2. vols., translation and introduction 
by Jean Bouffartigue and Michel Patillon (Paris: Les Belies Lettres, 1977). See also the 
English translation by Thomas Taylor, Porphyry On Abstinence From Animal Food (1823), 
edited and introduced by E. Wynn e-Tyson (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1965). 
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the world/' 38 In this, he abandoned the Platonic doctrine of rebirth, 39 yet 
his unorthodoxy with respect to traditional Platonism was consistent with 
its "gnosticized" form where the cosmos, and not the soul, carried the 
burden of the demonic. Porphyry maintained that permanent escape was 
possible only for the philosopher, not for the common man, and this again 
exemplifies the social as well as ontological oppositions tied to the doc¬ 
trine of the undescended soul. Those incapable of the philosophic escape, 
says Porphyry, performed theurgic rites to purify their irrational ele¬ 
ments, but such souls were never free. 40 

Iamblichus had been led to the higher reaches of Platonism by Por¬ 
phyry, and although Porphyry also introduced Iamblichus to theurgy it 
was Iamblichus who discovered its deeper significance. For Porphyry, 
theurgy functioned as a mere preparatio for the philosophic life and was 
to be left on the periphery of its higher disciplines. Iamblichus, on the 
other hand, moved theurgy from periphery to center, not only in the life 
of the philosopher, but for anyone who worshiped the gods. 

With theurgy Iamblichus hoped to recover Plato's positive orienta¬ 
tion to the cosmos. At issue was the divinity of the world, and for 
Iamblichus the most effective means to acknowledge this was through 
the performance of rites that conformed the soul to its orders. At issue 
as well was the future of the Platonic philosopher in society. Porphyry's 
metaphysics of an undescended soul and "demonized" cosmos op¬ 
posed the philosopher to the sensible world and the social order. For 
Porphyry, Platonism was limited to an intellectual elite. The theurgical 
Platonism of Iamblichus, by contrast, allowed for gradations of reli¬ 
gious experience that corresponded to the different levels of the cosmos 
and society. In theurgy, Iamblichus provided a soteriology that theoreti¬ 
cally could touch any soul, from the most material to the most spiritual, 
while preserving their communal affiliations. With a more consistent 
metaphysics 41 Iamblichus succeeded in restructuring Plato's teachings 
in a way that preserved the mystical elements of Plotinus's soteriology 
without losing contact with the physical cosmos or society. 

To return to Smith's categories, Iamblichus's theurgical Platonism was 
"locative" in a highly sophisticated way. In both traditional and theurgical 

38. De regressu animae 40*, 15-16, in J. Bidez, Vie de Porphyre (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 
1964). See the discussion of Andrew Smith, Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A 
Study in Posi-Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 59. 

39. Augustine, City of God, book 10, chap. 30. 

40. Porphyry, De regressu animae 32*, 5-25. 

41. For a discussion of the greater consistency in Iamblichus's metaphysics than in 
Plotinus's, see J. M. P. Lowry, The Logical Principles of Proclus' STOICHEIOSIS THEO- 
LOGIKE (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1980), 18-25. 


| Platonism the demonic was not an external evil on the fringe of the cos- 

p mos, 42 for the cosmos was all-embracing and entirely good. 43 Iamblichus, 

[f like Plato, placed the demonic within the embodied soul, the only chaos 

(■ untamed by the Demiurge. Yet, in Iamblichus's Platonism the purpose of 

this alienation was made clearer: while Plato's Demiurge gave to each soul 
j • a spark of himself (Tim. 41c), Iamblichus understood this to mean that 

| each soul had the responsibility to perform its own demiurgy, that is to 

\f say its own theurgy . The task for every soul was to partake in divine 

| mimesis by creating a cosmos out of the initial chaos of its embodiment. 

! Therefore, the "demonic" condition of the embodied soul was a felix culpa 

without which the soul could not participate in cosmogenesis, including 
[I its own creation and salvation. 

1 Platonists of the second and third centuries c.e. had disowned this 

|| confusion of the soul. In direct contrast to the traditional taxonomy, 

f§ Numenius had shifted the demonic from the soul to the sensible world 

|f and both Plotinus and Porphyry followed him. These twin doctrines of 

If an upside-down world and an undescended soul were rejected by 

§ Iamblichus, who warned Porphyry that such teachings would destroy 

1 their entire way of life, saying: "This doctrine spells the ruin of all holy 

j ritual and theurgic communion between gods and men since it places 

/ the presence of superior beings outside this earth. For it amounts to 

; saying^that the divine is at a distance from the earth and cannot mingle 

with men and that this lower region is a desert, without gods." 44 

Like Plato, Iamblichus believed his age was threatened by the loss of 
the gods, and he yearned for the time when gods and men were joined 
concretely through ritual. With theurgical Platonism, Iamblichus tried to 
recapture this Golden Age, and although he succeeded only within Pla¬ 
tonic circles, his Syrian school presents probably the best synthesis of 
|| philosophy and ritual in the late antique world. In the De Mysteriis 

If Iamblichus explained in a coherent and systematic way the raison d'etre 

t| of the rituals he performed and prescribed for others, and he attempted 

to prove the necessity for these rites through a careful reflection on the 
|| intellectual canons of his time: the corpus of Platonic, Aristotelian, and 

Pythagorean writings. 

Since much of Iamblichus's writing is fragmentary, I have had to make 
speculative interpretations concerning some aspects of theurgy. How¬ 
ever, these have been made in accord with the extant literature, and if 

42. See ]. Z. Smith, "Towards Interpreting Demonic Powers," 429-30. 

43. As attested to in Tim. 36b. 

44. DM 28, 6-11. Translation by Peter Brown; see The Making of Late Antiquity (Cam¬ 
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), 101. 
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apparently contradictory or unintelligible material begins to "make 
sense" without doing violence to the extant literature then I believe the 
interpretive framework has been justified and may at least be considered 
a viable hypothesis for understanding Iamblichean theurgy. The ineffabil- 
ity of the "divine acts" means that although theurgy was the centerpiece 
of lamblichus's Neoplatonism / it remained undefined. I shall, however, 
reveal its significance through an examination of the issues that were 
directly relevant to theurgy and of crucial importance to Iamblichus and 
other fourth-century Platonists: the status of matter and the material 
world, the nature of the embodied soul, and the way to achieve salva¬ 
tion. By examining theurgy in each of these contexts successively, I 
believe we may begin to understand its function and meaning without 
violating its essentially indefinable character. 

Without the goodness of a material world connected to the gods, 
Iamblichus, as a Platonist, could not have encouraged rituals that invoke 
the powers of the physical cosmos. If matter was the cause of evil and 
human suffering—as many argued—a Platonic theurgy would have 
been inconceivable. Therefore, in Part I, I examine Iamblichus'S argu¬ 
ments against Platonic dualists who had demonized the material world. 
Using Neopythagorean theories, which he presented as the "old ways" 
of the Egyptians, Iamblichus argued that matter derived from a divine 
principle and that the physical cosmos was directly generated by the •• - 
gods. 

Once the material world has been exorcised of evil and is seen to be an 
expression of divine activity, we turn to the confusion of the human 
soul, perhaps the most vexing problem for Platonists. In Part II, I exam¬ 
ine lamblichus's understanding of the soul and his rationale for the 
performance of theurgic rites. The defining issue for Iamblichus and 
other Platonists was whether or not a divine soul descended completely 
into a mortal body, and profoundly different soteriologies developed 
depending on one's answer. Since Iamblichus believed the soul fully 
descended and was, paradoxically, both mortal and immortal, he had to 
create a soteriological practice that incorporated the soul's physical ac¬ 
tions into a divine pattern—the specific function of theurgic rites. 
Theurgy allowed the embodied soul to tap the divine power hidden in 
its mortality and to realize that its paradoxical nature, being both mortal 
and immortal, allowed it to participate directly in the creation and salva¬ 
tion of the cosmos. 

After a careful study of lamblichus's psychology and theurgy's role in 
the cure of souls, I turn to the actual performance of theurgic rites and the 
guidelines suggested by Iamblichus. In Part III, I examine the tripartite 
schema Iamblichus employed to coordinate the mortal activities of souls 



with their immortal archetypes. For Iamblichus, the cosmos itself was the 
paradigmatic theurgy: the act of the gods continually extending them¬ 
selves into mortal expression. Without first appreciating lamblichus's 
conception of the divinity of the material world as well as his views on the 
paradox of the embodied soul, the full significance of theurgy and the 
guidelines for its practice could not be properly understood. In short, 
theurgy was lamblichus's attempt to ensure the deification of souls 
through their assimilation to the orders of the cosmos—a traditional Pla¬ 
tonic teaching. 

It is with Iamblichean Platonism that my study of theurgy concludes. 
In Part IV, I argue that theurgy represented lamblichus's attempt to bring 
traditional pagan divinational practices in line with Platonic and Pythago¬ 
rean teachings. Through discovering metaphysical principles in time- 
honored sacrifices and divinational rites, Iamblichus believed he was 
following the example of both Plato and Pythagoras. As the scion of 
Syrian priest-kings who were, themselves, oracular figures, Iamblichus 
was ideally suited to refashion the Platonic tradition to meet the cultural 
and intellectual needs of fourth-century pagans. Iamblichean Platonism, 
with its emphasis on theurgy, succeeded in incorporating pagan reli¬ 
gious rites into the intellectual edifice of Platonism while, at the same 
time, infusing the Platonic school with the vitality of popular cultic prac¬ 
tices. It was a synthesis that other Platonists—for a variety of reasons— 
had not accomplished, and I hope this study will shed light on the 
significance of lamblichus's achievement. 



I 


Matter and 
Embodiment 




Embodiment 

in the Platonic 

Tradition 

[Plato] . . . does not always 
speak consistently. 


In his introduction to Egyptian theology in the De Mysteriis, Iamb- 
lichus says: "The Egyptians, imitating the nature of the universe and 
the creative energy of the Gods, themselves produce images of mysti¬ 
cal insights—hidden and invisible—by means of symbols, just as na¬ 
ture symbolically reveals invisible measures through visible shapes 
and the creative energy of the Gods outlines the truth of the Forms 
through visible images" (DM 249, 14-250, 7). Writing under the pseud¬ 
onym of "Abammon," an Egyptian priest, Iamblichus dedicated book 
VII of the De Mysteriis to the exegesis of the symbols and theology of 
Egyptian religion. 1 In this passage Iamblichus referred to the theme of 


L H. D. Saffrey says that Abammon was a theophoric name combining the Syriac word 
for father "ab(ba)" with the Egyptian god Amon who had been assimilated by the Greeks 
to Zeus; see his "Abamon, pseudonyme de Jamblique," Philomathes—Studies and Essays in 
the Humanities in Memory of Philip Merlan (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), 227-39. 
Thus, "Abammon" was a popularized transcription of the Greek pater theou or theopator, 
which Saffrey says was descriptive of the theurgist in the lamblichean scheme of virtues. 
Iamblichus's list differs from Porphyry's in that his highest virtue was called "hieratic" or 
"theurgic" rather than "paradigmatic" as in Porphyry's scheme. 
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Matter and Embodiment 

divine mimesis, which is of central importance in his apology for 
theurgy. 

Reverence for Egyptian wisdom was already well established in the 
Platonic tradition in the fourth century c.e., but Iamblichus' s 2 Syrian 
school exhibited an unmatched admiration for their rites and theology. 
Iamblichus explained that he revered Egyptian theology because it pos¬ 
sessed real power, "imitating the nature of the universe and the creative 
energy of the Gods." In Platonic terms this meant taking an active part in 
the demiurgy of the cosmos and becoming a co-creator with the god of 
creation. The power and authority of Egyptian rites derived from this 
cooperative mimesis: according to Iamblichus, they embodied the eter¬ 
nal ratios (metra aidia; DM 65, 6) which were the guiding powers of the 
cosmos. The Egyptians praised by Iamblichus worshiped the true gods 


Porphyry's list of the virtues is as follows; 


virtue 

activity 

agent 

political 

curbing of passions 

virtuous man 

cathartic 

cleansing of passions 

daimonic man/ 
good daimon 

theoretic 

intellectual activity 
free from passions 

god 

paradigmatic 

conjunction with the 
intellect 

father of gods 


(Sent. 32; 30, 6-31, 8; ed, E. Lamberz [Leipzig: Teubner, 1975]) 

Iamblichus interpreted Porphyry's theoretic and paradigmatic virtues as degrees of "hu¬ 
man" intelligence and distinguished them from the hieratikai (or theourgikai) aretai (cf. 
Damasrius, In Phaed. paras. 138-44, in L. G. Westerink, ed. and trans., The Greek Commen¬ 
taries on Plato's Phaedo > 84-87; (New York: North-Holland, 1977). For Iamblichus, the 
theurgic virtues were "father, in the soul, of all in it which exists from god" (Saffrey, 
"Abamon," 238), not intellectual virtues as listed by Porphyry. Thus, the term theopator, 
which Porphyry gave to the one who practiced "paradigmatic" virtues, was transferred by 
Iamblichus to the theurgist. 

By using the pseudonym Abammon (father of gods) Iamblichus avoids the indiscretion 
of refuting his teacher directly; at the same time, he plays on Porphyry's scheme of the 
virtues, adopting a name as an apologist for theurgy, which describes the highest degree of 
virtue in Porphyry's own system. 

2. For a discussion of the influence of Egypt and the Orient on Plato, see J. Bidez, tos, 
ou Platon et Vorient (Brussels: M. Hayez, 1945; reprint, New York: AMS Press, 1979). Cf. H. 
Joly, "Piaton egyptologue," Revue Philosophicfue de la France et de L'Etranger, no. 2 (1982): 255- 
66. For studies of the "sacerdotal" mode of philosophizing in late antiquity, see A. J. 
Festugiere, La Revelation d'Hermes Trismegiste (Paris: Gabalda, 1950), 1:10-44. See also Philip 
Merlan, "Religion and Philosophy from Plato's Phaedo to the Chaldaean Oracles," Journal of 
the History of Philosophy 1 (1963): 163-76. 



of Platonism: the unchanging patterns of nature; they were a community 
perfectly integrated with the natural world, reproducing in cult and 
ritual the activity of the Demiurge in the cosmos. 3 For Iamblichus, Egyp¬ 
tian mysteries represented the highest possible appropriation of the di¬ 
vine in mortal life, and he looked to their rites as a model for the reli¬ 
gious rituals he introduced to the Platonic tradition under the name of 
theourgia, a term borrowed from second-century Chaldean Platonists. 4 

Theurgical Platonism represents Iamblichus's attempt to introduce the 
divine mimesis of Egyptian cult to the Platonic community and the Hel¬ 
lenic world. It was a contribution that Iamblichus believed was sorely 
needed by Hellenes because of their obsession with discursive novelties 
that lacked power and a vital connection to the cosmos (DM 259, 9-14). 
Like the Egyptian cult, theurgy imitated the gods, and Iamblichus said 
that every theurgic observance was a ritualized cosmogony (DM 65, 4) 
that endowed embodied souls—regardless of their station in life—with 
the divine responsibility of creating and preserving the cosmos. From a 
theurgic perspective, embodiment itself became a divine service, a way 
of manifesting the will and beauty of the gods. 5 

Iamblichus's position irrevocably changed the attitude of Platonists 
toward embodiment and the physical world, yet the basis for this 
change and the central role of theurgy in later Neoplatonism have 
largely been ignored. If theurgy is understood as cooperative demiurgy, 
then the attitude of a theurgist toward the physical world would be of 
decided importance. By sharing in the activity of creation the theurgist 
would participate in the ordering of matter, which was the specific func¬ 
tion of the Demiurge as described in Plato's Titnaeus. One's attitude to 
the body and matter, then, would be an index of the degree and manner 
of one's participation in the Demiurge; more specifically, Iamblichus 

3. A. H. Armstrong contrasts the community of Christians, for whom divine revelation 
was reserved to a particular social group with the traditional Hellenes for whom divine 
wisdom was universal; see his "Christianity in Relation to Later Platonism," Jewish and ' 
Christian Self-Definition, ed. E. P. Sanders, 1:87 (London: SCM Press, 1980). Cf. Armstrong, 
"Man in the Cosmos: A Study of Some Differences between Pagan Neoplatonism and 
Christianity," in Romatritas et Christianitas, ed. W. den Boer etal. (London: North-Holland, 
1973), 5-14, Cf. Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity (New York: Harcourt Brace Jo- 
vanovich, 1971), 73-74. 

4. Though Porphyry was the first Platonist to adopt theurgical practices, it was Iamb¬ 
lichus who elevated its importance. For a discussion of the origin of the term, see Hans 
Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, ed, M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 
461-66. 

5. DM. 272, 10-12. Cf. Iamblichus' s discussion of the school of Calvenus Taurus in the 
De Anitna (Stob . I, 378, 25-379, 6). 
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held that the worship of embodied souls was determined precisely by 
their degree of material involvement (DM 219-228, 13). 

The theurgist's highest good was not realized by escaping from mate¬ 
riality but by embracing matter and multiplicity in a demiurgic way. In 
this, Iamblichus virtually reversed the symbolic language of his age: apo¬ 
theosis in theurgy could no longer be imagined as the ascent of the soul 
(the well-known Plotinian metaphor), without a corresponding descent 
and demiurgy. The pivot on which the metaphor turned was Iamblichus's 
understanding of the soul's relation to matter, and his solution to this 
question is critical for understanding the central role he gives to theurgy. 
Indeed, in the view of Iamblichus and other hieratic Neoplatonists, em¬ 
bodied souls were able to attain salvation only through the theurgic use of 
matter. 

That the soul's ritual use of matter could itself bring about the salvation 
of the soul was certainly a new development in the Platonic tradition, yet 
despite its apparent unorthodoxy, there are elements in the dialogues that 
lend it support—most obviously the doctrine of anamnesis , the, core of 
Plato's epistemology (Phaedo 75e; Meno 81cd), In the doctrine of recollec¬ 
tion, the soul's education is described as a process of reawakening by 
means of contacts with the sensible world that functioned as mnemonic 
prods, reminding the soul of the Platonic Forms. Theurgy should be seen 
as the development and translation of this epistemological theory into a 
ritual praxis where the prods of sensate experience were carefully con¬ 
trolled in rites designed to awaken the soul to the Forms. 6 While the 
doctrine of recollection lent itself specifically to a theurgic development, 
the cosmology of the Timaeus provided the necessary framework: without 
the descent of souls into mortal bodies and the physical appearance of 
Forms Plato says the work of the Demiurge would remain incomplete. 
The embodiment of the soul and its perfection in theurgy was seen by 
Iamblichus as essential to cosmogenesis. 

Although there is evidence in Plato's dialogues that seems to contra¬ 
dict Iamblichus's positive view of matter and embodiment, this conflict 
is in the dialogues themselves and was the inheritance of any Platonist 
who attempted to resolve the problem of embodiment. Plotinus, for 
example, in his discussion of embodiment, said that the Timaeus sup¬ 
ported an optimistic view of the soul's descent, while the Phaedo and 

6. For an illuminating discussion of ritualized recollection among neoplatonizing Mus¬ 
lims, see Henry Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital , tr. W. Trask (Dallas: Spring 
Publications, 1980), 115-16. Pierre Hadot says that the notion of innate or pre-intellectual 
knowledge of the Forms had assumed a "mystical value" for Iamblichus since, for him, 
each soul has "innate knowledge of the gods" (DM 7, 14); Porphyre et Victorinas (Paris: 
Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968), 1:117 n, 6. 



Embodiment in the Platonic Tradition 

Phaedrus presented the soul's descent in a far more negative light, one 
that Plotinus himself emphasized. As Plotinus put it: "[Plato] . . . does 
not always speak consistently, so that his meaning might be grasped 
easily" ( Enn. IV, 8, 2, 27-28), and Platonists quoted the dialogues to 
support positive and negative views of matter and embodiment. How¬ 
ever, due to the canonical authority of the dialogues in late antiquity and 
the demand by Platonists for consistency in the writings of their master, 
the ambiguities on this issue needed to be brought into accord. 7 E. R. 
Dodds explained that the task specifically was to reconcile the cosmol¬ 
ogy of the Timaeus with the psychology of the Phaedo and Phaedrus , and 
he noted that Plotinus had not been altogether successful in this as he 
leaned too much toward the psychological perspective, which presented 
matter negatively. 8 

A. J. Festugiere catalogued the optimistic and pessimistic views of 
embodiment outlined in Iamblichus's treatise De Anima , which shows 
the Syrian's thorough familiarity with this issue. 9 In the context of this 
problem, theurgy may be seen to bridge the gap between the psychologi¬ 
cal matter of the Phaedo and Phaedrus , with their pessimistic view of 
embodiment, and the cosmological matter of the Timaeus , which pres¬ 
ents embodiment optimistically. The theoretic structure of this bridge 
was outlined in Iamblichus's metaphysical solution to the problem of 
how the One becomes Many. By postulating a middle term, or, as it 
turns out, middle terms , Iamblichus allowed for continuity between irrec¬ 
oncilable extremes, a principle of mediation that became an integral part 
of post-Iamblichean Platonism. 10 

In the existential situation of embodied souls, Iamblichus's introduc¬ 
tion of theurgic rituals provided a mediation between man's experience 
of matter as an oppressive weight, separating him from the divine, and 
his innate awareness of matter as the vehicle that joined him with the 
gods (DM 7,13-8,2). Theurgy was the dynamic expression of the mathe¬ 
matical mean, establishing a continuity between mortal and immortal 

7. For a discussion of the "canonization" of Plato's dialogues, see Michael Dunn, 
"Iamblichus, Thrasyllus, and the Reading Order of the Platonic Dialogues," in The Signifi¬ 
cance of Neoplaton ism (Norfolk, Va,: International Society for Neoplatonic Studies, 1976), 59- 
80. See also Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy, ed. L. G, Westerink (Amsterdam: 
North-Holland, 1962), xxxvi-xl; H. D. Saffrey, "Quelques Aspects de la spirituality des 
philosophes neoplatoniciens: De Jamblique a Proclus et Damasdus," Revue des Sciences 
Philosophiques et Theologiques 68 (1984): 169-82. 

8. E, R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (New York: Norton, 1965), 25. 

9. La Rev . 3:69-82. 

10. Produs; The Elements of Theology, 2d ed,, revised text, translation, introduction, and 
commentary by E. R. Dodds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), xxi-xxii. 
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realms by allowing embodied souls to enter divine energies through the 
performance of ritual. 

Iamblichus solved the Platonic problem of matter and embodiment as a 
"Pythagorean/' for he viewed ail aspects of creation, however dense, as 
expressions of the primary and divine principles: peras-apeiron. Theurgic 
rites allowed the soul to enter these measures directly, ritually enacting 
divine principles whose power was shared by those who embodied them. 

lamblichus's solution must also be seen in the context of the late third 
and fourth centuries and the increasing popularity of religions of radical 
dualism exemplified in Gnosticism, Manichaeanism, and, to some de¬ 
gree, Christianity. 11 The question of the value of life in a body and the 
status of the physical world had become highly charged issues on which 
often depended the salvation or damnation of one's soul. 12 In this light, 
it was not Iamblichus as Platonic scholar and mathematician that at¬ 
tracted the adulation of his successors. It was Iamblichus as savior, theios 
lamblichos , who revealed mysteries that transformed the suffering and 
weight of material experience into a foundation for communion with the 
gods. 13 The body-as-tomb (soma = sema), "riveted to the soul by sense 
experience" (Phaed. 83d), became the vehicle through which the soul 
found its proper limits, 14 thereby "saving itself" and "becoming liberated 
while still in a body" (DM 41, 10). Thus, matter and the soul's use of 
matter played an indispensable role in theurgy as it did in cosmogony. 
The soul could no more realize its salvation without embracing matter 
than the Demiurge could create the cosmos without the formless recepta¬ 
cle that gave expression to the Forms (Tim. 48e-49a). The difference, 
however, is that while the soul's embrace of matter was piecemeal, 
following the cycles of time, the act of the Demiurge on matter was 
simultaneous and complete, and it is precisely in this "difference" that 
Iamblichean theurgy must be understood. 

11. For a brief description of dualist vs. monist systems in late antiquity, see Peter 
Brown, World of Late Antiquity , 73-74. Cf. A. H. Armstrong, "Man in the Cosmos," 5-14. 

12. This theme is examined in the social and institutional life of late antiquity by Jona¬ 
than Z. Smith in three essays: "The Influence of Symbols on Social Change: A Place on 
Which to Stand," "Birth Upside Down or Right Side Up?" and "The Temple and the 
Magician/ 7 in Map is Not Territory (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 129-89. 

13. The attestations for Iamblichus as theios are numerous. See Eduard Zeller, Die 
Philosophie der Griechen (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1963), 3:part 2, 378-79 n. 2. 

14. Cratylus 400c. C. J. de Vogel has corrected misconceptions in our understanding of 
Plato's view of the body as a tomb. She argues that, for Plato, the body was not simply the 
soul's prison but provided the soul its limits, its enclosure (peribolos), "in order that it might 
be saved" (Crat. 400c); see de Vogel, "The SOMA-SEMA Formula: Its Function in Plato and 
Plotinus Compared to Christian Writers," in Neoplatonism and Early Christian Thought , 79-99 
(London: Variorum, 1981). 



At this point we should bear in mind that lamblichus's term for 
"matter" was coined by Aristotle who said that Plato's material princi¬ 
ple, which was called "space" (chora) (Tim. 52b), "receptacle" 
(hupodoche), "mother" (meter), and "nurse" (tithene) (Tim. 49b), was 
equivalent to the term hule: "the receptive space (chora) of Plato's 77- 
maeus is the same as matter (hule)" (Physics 209b, 11-13). Hule , origi¬ 
nally meaning "wood" or "timber," henceforth became the technical 
philosophical term used by Platonists to refer to "matter." Like most 
Neoplatonists, Iamblichus believed Aristotle and Plato were essentially 
in agreement, and he translated many of Aristotle's theories about the 
physical world to the intelligible. 15 Aristotle's influence on Iamblichus, 
however, remained terminological and to some degree structural, for 
his meanings were transformed entirely in lamblichus's theurgical 
Platonism. 


15. See Stephen Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An Investigation of the Prehistory and 
Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 33-45. Cf. B. D. Larsen, 
"La Place de Jamblique dans la philosophie antique tardive," in Entretiens sur I'antiquite 
classique, vol. 21: De Jamblique d Proclus (hereafter Entretiens ), 10—14 (Geneva: Fondation 

Hardt, 1975). 
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Cosmic 
Instrument 

It would be far from true'to 
suggest that the material 
principle is evil 


Iamblichus's description of the origin of matter in the De Mysteriis con¬ 
cludes his explanation of Egyptian and Hermetic theology. After assert¬ 
ing a primordial and ineffable god, Iamblichus describes the "first God 
and king" (DM 261, 10), "God and principle of God" (DM 262, 4), who 
derived self-begotten as a "monad from the one" (DM 262, 4-5); and it is 
from this god, the "father of essence" (DM 262, 6), and "principle of 
intelligibles" (DM 262, 7-8), that matter is created. He says: "God pro¬ 
duced matter out of the scission of materiality from substantiality, which 
the Demiurge, receiving as a living substance, fashioned into simple and 
impassible spheres and organized the last of this into generated and 
mortal bodies" (DM 265, 6-10). This is repeated almost verbatim in 
Iamblichus's commentary on the Timaeus quoted by Proclus: "The divine 
Iamblichus relates that Hermes wishes materiality to be created out of 
substantiality; and it is likely that it is from this source that Plato derived 
such a doctrine of matter." 1 

Iamblichus's portrayal of matter here is clearly positive, and the refer- 

1. See John Dillon, trans. and ed. lamblichi Chalcidensis (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1973), 141. 



ence to Hermes was meant to lend authority to his view. Iamblichus's 
metaphysical position was monistic, as can be seen in his summary of 
the Egyptian hierarchy: "And thus, from on high to the lowest things, 
the Egyptian doctrine concerning principles (archai) begins from the One 
and proceeds into multiplicity, and the multitude in turn is governed by 
the One; and everywhere the indefinite nature is ruled by a certain 
defined measure and by the highest uniform cause of all things" (DM 
264, 14-265, 6). Not only was matter divinely created; even its furthest 
sensible expression was dominated by the supreme principle. 2 

Iamblichus's Hermetic position opposed Platonic dualists such as Nu- 
menius, who viewed matter as autonomous and evil, and Plutarch, who 
postulated an evil soul that preceded the World Soul. 3 Iamblichus also 
disagreed with Plotinus's portrayal of matter; although Plotinus said that 
intelligible matter was divine and essentially good ( Enn. II, 4, 5,12-22), 
he condemned sensible matter as the "cause of all evils" and "evil in 
itself" (Enn. 1,8,3,38-40). Plotinus left a breach between intelligible and 
sensible matter, with the latter carrying the pejorative imagery of his 
dualist predecessors. 4 Iamblichus, on the other hand, asserted an unbro¬ 
ken continuity between divine and sensible matter. The implications of 
this argument will be treated later, but in sum, Clemens Baumker has 
characterized the difference by pointing out that while the Plotinian 
cosmos was diminished in value in proportion to its degree of sensible 
expression, in the Iamblichean world sensible matter represented no 
subtraction of intelligible power because it was derived directly from the 
highest intelligible being, the aoristl{s ducts. 5 Iamblichus, under the influ¬ 
ence of Pythagorean arithmology, viewed all manifestation, sensible or 
intelligible, as reducible to numerical principles, and it is possible that 
many important differences between pre- and post-Iamblicheans were 
due more to the influence on Iamblichus of an "immanentist" Pythago- 

2. For a description of the continuity of Iamblichus's Hermetic cosmos see Garth 
Fowden's summaxy of cosmic sympathy in the Hermetica; Garth Fowden, The Egyptian 
Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind. (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986), 77-78. 

3. Numenius , ed. E. des Places (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1973), frag. 52; pp. 97, 76-91. 
Plutarch, On the Generation of the Soul 1014bc, in Plutarch's Moralia, vol. 13, ed. Harold 
Cherniss (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976). 

4. For a discussion of Plotinus's attempt to integrate Persian dualism see J. Trouillard, 
"La mediation du verbe selon Plotin/' Revue Philosophicjue de la France et de L'Etranger 146 
(1956): 66-69. For the problem of evil in Plotinus with a catalogue of current interpretations 
see D. O'Brien, "Plotinus on Evil: A Study of Matter and the Soul in Plotinus' Conception 
of Human Evil," Downside Review 87, no. 286 (1968): 68-110. 

5. Clemens Baumker, Das Problem der Materie in der Griechischen Philosophic (Frankfurt 
am Main: Minerva, 1963; reprint of 1890 ed.), 419. 
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rean metaphysics than to his reputed "Oriental" predisposition to "alien 
ideas." 6 

Festugiere demonstrated that Iamblichus's description of the origin of 
matter was a well-known Pythagorean teaching, as evidenced in the 
writings of the Neopythagorean Moderatus of Gades (first century 
c.E,). In Moderatus's description of first principles, "quantity" ( posotes ) 
is derived from Unifying Reason ( heniaios logos), after it has been sepa¬ 
rated from it and deprived of all "formal qualities," and in Iamblichus's 
system materiality is derived from the Paternal Monad when it is sepa¬ 
rated from substantiality (i.e., all formal qualities). 7 The posotes of 
Moderatus and the hule/hulotes of Iamblichus were functionally the 
equivalents of the material principle in the Timaeus, which was able to 
receive the Forms without distortion because it lacked all "formal" quali¬ 
ties {Tim, 49b). 

In his Introduction to the Arithmetic of Nicomachus Iamblichus again 
discussed the origin of the matter that was shaped by the Platonic 
Demiurge: "The God, Demiurgos, is not the creator of matter, but when 
he receives it, as eternal, he molds it into forms and organizes it accord¬ 
ing to numerical ratios." 8 Having already explained that form and mat¬ 
ter in the cosmos are analogous to the monad and dyad in number {In 
Nic . 78, 11-14), Iamblichus maintained that just as numbers are derived 
from combinations of the monad and dyad, the manifest world is de¬ 
rived from a demiurgic activity that he called the "rhythmic weaving" 
of monadic and dyadic archai . 9 Arithmogony, for Iamblichus, was the 
analogue of cosmogony, and both expressed the harmony of opposed 

6. C. J.//ogel has discussed the difference between Plato's "metaphysic of the transcen¬ 
dent" and the Pythagorean "metaphysic of immanent order"; see de Vogel, Pythagoras and 
Early Pythagoreanism (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1966), 197-200. In the hands of Pythagoreans 
such as Iamblichus the transcendence/immanence distinction of Plato and Pythagoras was 
fused into an ineffable principle at once transcendent and immanent. As regards Iamb¬ 
lichus's supposed infection by alien (Oriental) ideas, see E. R. Dodds, "Iamblichus," Oxford 
Classical Dictionary , 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 538. Festugiere, how¬ 
ever, argues that Neopythagorean notions of a transcendent god and material dyad need 
not derive from Oriental sources: "On le voit done, quelque route qu'on suivit, qu'on 
distinguat Monade et Dyade aoristos comme un couple antithetique, on qu'on les reunait 
en une meme Monade arsenothelus , on revenait a la notion de 1 'hen absolutement tran¬ 
scendent. Ces speculations, purement grecques, sont anterieures a Eudore. Et il riest done 
nul besoin de recourir a TOrient pour expliquer la transcendance de Dieu." La, Rev. 4:53. 

7. La. Rev. 4:38-40. 

8. In Nic. 79, 5-8. Text: 6 6r||Jioupy6g fteog fxf) d>v xrjg v\r\<; yEvvrjxixog, dXka xai auxfjv 
atdiov jtagcAaptov, ei6eoi xai Aoyotg xoig xax’ apifipov diaxAaxxoov xai xootto:n;oid>v. 

9. In. Nic. 78, 22-24. Text: oirttoc xai ai xu>v ovxcov apyai apixxot xtbv dXXcov bwapecov 

ouaai jxavxa xa pExaXaupavovta auxcov xaxd xag oixetag Suvapeig 
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principles. 10 Thus Iamblichus: "If, as the Pythagoreans say, 'there is a 
combination and unification of disagreeing parts and a harmony of 
things naturally at war/ the essence of harmony necessarily holds 
rule." 11 Quoting another Pythagorean dictum, Iamblichus says: "There 
is nothing in existence in which opposition is not present." 12 These 
oppositions, held in measured grades of tension and proportion, made 
up the framework for physical manifestation. 

Iamblichus maintained that the "wisest men" (the Pythagoreans) 
grasp all things according to number {In Nic. 72, 6-9), and following 
their example, he believed that all matter—from its intelligible to sensi¬ 
ble expression—simply manifested the dyadic principle. 13 In his treatise 
On General Mathematical Science , Iamblichus gives an account of this prin¬ 
ciple and describes the place of evil in the cosmos: 14 


Now, of the mathematical numbers let the two first and highest 
-principles be set forth: the One (which one must not yet call 
"being" on account of its being simple, the principle of beings and 
not yet that sort of being of which it is principle), and the other is 
the principle of the Many which—of itself—is able to provide 
division. Because of this, as much as it is in our power to say, we 
compare it to a completely fluid and pliant matter. 15 


10. Iamblichus said that according to the Pythagoreans there were "ten" such kinds of 
relations (scheseis) being explained arithmetically as the ten proportions or "means" that 
developed out of the initial opposition of the "odd" and "even" (In. Nic. 72, 9-13). "Ten," 
for the Pythagoreans, was the glyph for the perfectly manifested cosmos; it culminated the 
arithmogonic progression symbolized in the tetractys. All manifest possibilities were con¬ 
tained in the decad-tetractys. 

11. In. Nic. 72> 26-73, 3. Text: fj xijc appoviag ouaia Xtogav dvayxaitog eyeu ei ye 
r (juvapnoya tig sari xai Evaxag xdrv 6ixo(p(ove6vTa)v xai xa qri>CT£i n;o\E[rtu>v appovia’ xaxa 
xoxjg nudayoeeioug, 

12. In. Nic. 73, 4-5. Text: f pq6ev sfvai ev xoig ouaiv on xo evavxiov ovx eotiv\ 

13. For the dyad as source of matter in Neopythagorean thinking see Dominic J. 
O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived: Mathematics and Philosophy in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Claren- - 
don Press, 1989), 60-64. 


14. Philip Merlan was the first to argue that chapter IV of De Communi Mathematica 
Scientia Liber (DCMS) was taken directly from Speusippus. John Dillon has recently sup¬ 
ported Merten's thesis against Taran's criticism. See J. Dillon, "Speusippus in Iamblichus," 
Phronesis 29, no. 3, (1984): 325-32. Whether chapter 4 of DCMS draws directly or indirectly 
from Speusippus, Iamblichus certainly stands behind it. 


15. De Communi Mathematica Scientia Liber (DCMS), ed. N. Festa (1891; Stuttgart: 
Teubner, 1975), 15, 6-14. Text: T(bv 6f| dprifpebv xa>v uaflxifiaxtxoov 6t?o xag Tipamorag xai 


uvwxaxw ujiouETEOv to ev tojttp or| ouoe ov jiw oel xaAeiw Ota xo dJtAouv eivat xai 


oia xo apx t l v UJiaQx^v tojv oytwv, tt)y 6e apxn v upOETto etvai xoiauTTjv oia exeiva 


eox tv apyri), xai dXXrjv jiaAiv doxh v tt^v xou nAr^oug, tjv xai Siaioeatv olov t’ eivai 
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The archai, One and Many, were nonexistent in themselves, but in combi¬ 
nation they gave rise to intelligible differentiation and being. Evil arose 
as a subsidiary and was not identified with matter. Thus Iamblichus: 

Let it be thus for us. In the elements from which numbers arise 
neither beauty nor the good yet exist, but out of the combination of 
the One and the causal matter of the Many, number subsists. In 
these first existences [numbers], being and beauty appear, and, in 
turn, from the elements of lines, geometrical existence appears in 
which being and beauty are similarly found and in which there is 
nothing ugly or evil. But, in the last of things, in the fourth and fifth 
levels, which are composed from the last elements, evil appears, 
not as a guiding principle, but from something falling out and not 
maintaining the natural order. 16 

Evil came to exist only accidentally, from a falling out and lack of 
control in the fourth and fifth grades of existence, not, as Tarrant trans¬ 
lates: "from . . . failing to control nature's ways," 17 as if nature wer6 evil, 
for in the Theology of Numbers, attributed to Iamblichus, 18 he says that 
phusis is good and the same as pronoia, that is, nature is providence and 
manifests the order of the gods. 19 Although Iamblichus gives no explana- 
tion for the fourth and fifth levels, Merlan, Kramer, and Tarrant suggest 
that he was following a Speusippan design but they disagree on its 


xad’atixd ^ap£x £a ^ ctl » *<*i xotixo xivi Tcavx&jtaoi xai eujtXadEi uXfl, jtQOOTixdvxog 
Etg 6tiva[nv 7iaQa6Eixv6vx£g, djtocpaivoifxev dv 6^iotav elvai. 

16. DCMS 18, 1-13. Text: Kai touto \ ifcv oflv ofrtajg %lv ^ oroixria, £§ a>v ol 

dgifyioi, otiS&ta) T&jr&Qxet oiDte xaXd oftxE dyaM' hi 61 xfjg ovvfteoecog xou £vdg xai xrig xov 
jtXrifto'ug alxiag ijXrjg ticptoxaxai fi&v 6 dQiftpdg, jrQwxoLg 6s b xotixoig x6 dv cpaivetai xai 
xaXXog, £{pe£rjg £x t(bv axoixritov xd)v ypa^iov xfjg yeconExeixfjg otioaag (pavEtarig, £v f| 
d)aat»toag to ov xai xo xaXov, ev o!g [ovte] ovbkv otfxe aiaxpdv fcorxiv oIjte xaxdv' Ijt’laxaxcp 
6e xolg TExa^xoig xai jreujTTOig xolg cruvTidEfiEVOig and xwv oxoixeiwv xwv xeXEtrtauov 
xaxiav ysvecrdai of) rtportyott^vtog, hi 6e xov kxmnxeiv xai |utf} xaxaxpaxei/v xiva xov xaxa 
qrtjcriv. 

17. H. Tarrant, "Speusippus' Ontological Classification," Phronesis 19 (1974): 130-45. 

18. Although Iamblichus is not believed to have written this treatise, it is Iamblichean 
in character and surely represents his thinking, often repeating passages found in the 
fragments of Iamblichus's Pythagorean writing translated by D. J. O'Meara, Pythagoras 
Revived, See also The Theology of Arithmetic, trans. Robin Waterfield (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Phanes, 1988). Waterfield suggests that the present treatise may have been a compilation of 
notes taken from Iamblichus's lectures. As a matter of convenience I shall refer to the 
author as Iamblichus. 

19. Theologoumena Arithmeticae ( TA ) 42, 9. Text: tpvoig 6 e dyaftf|, xavxdv xai jxgovoia. 


ontological order. 20 John Dillon argues that Iamblichus is either quoting 
Speusippus directly or paraphrasing him. 21 

Iamblichus flatly denied that the material principle of number was 
evil. In On General Mathematical Science he says: "It is not appropriate to 
contend that this [material principle] is evil or ugly. 22 ... It would be 
far from true to suggest that the material principle is evil." 23 Iamblichus 
argues that if the One is praised on account of its independence 
(autarcheia ) and being the cause of beauty in numbers, "would it not be 
senseless to say that the natural receptacle of such a thing is evil or 
ugly 7^24 j ust as the principles of the "same" and "different" were mixed 
together by "persuasive necessity" in the Timaeus (35a), so, Iamblichus 
said, the principles of unity and multiplicity were combined by "a 
persuasive necessity" {linos pithanes anagkes; DCMS 15, 17) and in both 
cases the resulting harmonia served as the framework for the manifest 
world. 

The dualism that Iamblichus described in On General Mathematical Sci¬ 
ence held only at the level of mathematical numbers; the Theology of 
Numbers said that the dyad itself, the principle of multiplicity and matter, 
not only is derived from the One, but, in a certain sense, is the One: 
"According to one designation they [the Pythagoreans] call the monad 
'matter' and 'receptacle of all' since it is the cause of the dyad and of all 
receiving ratios." 25 In short, prior to the two primary principles of the 
One and the Many (DCMS 15, 6-14) Iamblichus asserts a monad from 
which these principles derive and in which they remain essentially con¬ 
tained. This was consistent with what we know of Iamblichus's meta¬ 
physics in the De Mysteriis where he described a paternal monad (itself 
derived from a higher unity) that gave rise to the division of materiality 
and substantiality (DM 265, 6-10). The consistency of Iamblichus's meta¬ 
physics is borne out by Damascius, who said that Iamblichus asserted an 
"entirely ineffable" One {pan telds arrheton) prior to the simple unity {^o 

20. Philip Merlan, From Platonism to Neoplatonism, 2d ed. (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 
1960), 110-24; H. J. Kramer, Der Ursprung der Geistmetaphysik (Amsterdam: P. Schippers, 
1964), 212-14; See Tarrant's diagram of their respective interpretations of this passage, 
"Speusippus' Ontological Classification/' 144. 

21. See Dillon, "Speusippus in Iamblichus," 325-32. 

22. DCMS 15, 23-24. Text: xaxov 6e f\ aiaxQov to toioutov ou jtQoafixov iawg koxi 
xifl6vat. 

23. DCMS 16, 1-2. Text: ware jtoXXou 6£ov dv eit| xaxdv JtpoaayoQeueofrai a6x6. 

24. DCMS 16, 4-6. Text: jtwg ovx dXoyov dv eir| teyziv xd xaxdv r\ to aiaxQov 6 exxix6v 
xaxa cpuaiv xov toloutou Jt^dyfiaxog elvai; 

25. TA 5, 12-15. Text: xaxa bk xt OTftiaivonevov xai uXrjv auxr)v xaXouai xai rcavdoxea 
ye, d)g jraQexxtxfjv ouoav xai 6v66og xfjg xv^fcog uXtjg xai Ttdvxojv xwQT)xixf}v Xdytov. 
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haplos hen) that preceded the limit (peras) and unlimited (apeiron) and 
whose mixing gave rise to the One-Being (to hen on). 26 

The dyad, Iamblichus said more specifically, served as a borderland 
(metaichmion) between the multiple arithmoi, represented by the triad, 
and the monad. 27 This he demonstrated by the fact that while the monad 
is made greater by addition than by multiplication (1 + 1 > 1 x 1), and 
all other numbers become greater by multiplication than by addition (3 
x3>3 + 3;4x4>4 + 4, etc.), the dyad alone remains equal by 
addition or multiplication (2 + 2 = 2 x 2) ( TA 10, 10-11, 1). It was the 
"mother of numbers" and served as the matrix that transformed the 
monad into arithmoi 2S 

Though Iamblichus held a positive view of matter, as a Platonist, he 
needed to account for Plato's description of matter as the discordant and 
chaotic mass ordered by the Demiurge. 29 In his commentary on the 
Timaeus (30a), Iamblichus argued that this passage should not be taken 
literally so that chaos is understood to exist prior to an ordered cosmos. 
This, Iamblichus says, would be "impious, not only about the cosmos, 
but about the Demiurge himself, utterly abolishing either his supremely 
good will or else his creative power." 30 Rather, Iamblichus said that Plato 
described a cosmos after chaos in order to emphasize the dependence of 
the sensible world on: (1) the providence of the Demiurge, (2) the chore¬ 
ography of the Nous , and (3) the presence of the soul, without which the 
cosmos would fall into disarray. 31 The separation of corporeality from its 
form-giving qualities was merely a necessity of discourse. Iamblichus 
explains: "although the cosmos is eternally in being the exigencies of 

26. Damascius: Dubitationes et Solutiones de Primis Principiis in Platonis Parmenidem (Dub. et 
So/.), 2 vols., ed. C A. Ruelle (1889; Brussels: Culture et Civilisation, 1964), 103, 6-10. 
While my references to Damascius are taken from Ruelle's edition, I have checked my 
citations with the improved text and translation of Damascius, Traite des premiers principes, 3 
vols., text established by L, G. Westerink and translation by J. Combes (Paris: Les Belles 
Lettres, 1986-91). See also the diagram of lamblichus's metaphysical hierarchy based on 
this passage; J. Dillon, lamblichi Chalcidensis, 32. 

27. TA 10, 9-10. Text: oxt vooupivov jtkf|ftoug xata TQiaba xo\5 6’ &vxr&e^£vou xu> nkryOei 
xaxd ttjv fiovaba (lexoax^iov f| 6uag av etrp 

28. Iamblichus gave the dyad the epithets "Isis" based on the false etymology with isos 
"equal" (TA 13, 12) and "Rhea" because of the "flowing" (rhusis) of the material principle 
(14, 7). Though the dyad was needed to mediate the appearance of the intelligible arithmoi , 
in itself it was without "form" either en dunamei, as the monad (TA 1, 9), or en energeia, as all 
other numbers (1, 10). 

29. Tim . 30a. It was from this passage that Plutarch developed his theory of a discor¬ 
dant World Soul that was brought to order by the Demiurge. See On the Generation of the 
Soul 1014bc, ed. Chemiss. 

30. J. Dillon, lamblichi Chalcidensis , 141. 

31. Ibid., 140. 
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discourse separate the creation from the creator and bring into existence 
in a time sequence things which are established simultaneously. " 32 
Thus, although in the Timaeus Plato describes creation as a sequence of 
events, the work of the Demiurge was simultaneous. For Iamblichus this 
meant that the cosmogony did not take place in a chronological past but 
was always present in illo tempore, and was therefore always accessible 
by means of theurgic ritual. The chronology of the Timaeus simply por¬ 
trayed ontological grades of being simultaneously present in the corpo¬ 
real world. The separation of corporeality from its principles was an 
impossibility that could occur only in abstraction, not in actuality. In 
other words, at the "moment" the Demiurge exists the entire corporeal 
world exists, and in every sense. There was no spatial or temporal sepa¬ 
ration between the Forms and their sensible expression. 

Post-Iamblicheans no longer impugned matter as the cause of evil, 
and their solution to the problem was summed up by Jean Trouillard 
who said: "On exorcise la nuit en 1'introduisant parmi les valeurs di¬ 
vines." 33 This followed Pythagorean thinking where the dyad became 
the mother of divine numbers. In any case, lamblichus's strong monism 
made no allowance for a principle of evil; it was merely an accident 
within the flux of nature. 34 Yet, as Iamblichus noted, evil does appear in 
the composite lives of the last elements, in the fourth and fifth levels of 
existence, when something "falls out of the order of nature" (tina 
ekpiptein . . , tou kata phusin; DCMS 18, 13). 

I follow Merlan and Tarrant in assigning the fourth and fifth levels to 
"bodies" and "unordered masses" respectively for Iamblichus empha¬ 
sized that the soul was not a composite. 33 In the De bAysteriis he says: 
"Whenever the soul comes into the body it does not suffer nor do the 
logoi which it gives to bodies, for the logoi are forms ( eide ), simple and 
uniform, allowing no disturbance to come in or out of themselves. The 
soul, moreover, is the cause of the suffering for the composite, and the 
cause is surely not identical with its effect" (DM 35, 8-14). This would 
seem to refute Kramer's assigning souls and bodies to the fourth and - 
fifth levels respectively, yet, according to Iamblichus, the soul maintains 

32. Ibid., 140. 

33. J. Trouillard, Vun et I'dme selon Prodos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1972), 19. 

34. Proclus coined the term parhupostasis to describe the quasi-existence of evil. It was 
entirely parasitic on the Good. See Proclus: Trois etudes sur la providence, vol. 3, De I'existence 
du mal, ed. D. Isaac (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 13-17. 

35. Suntithemi is the key term in both the DM and DCMS to designate lives in the "last 
orders" in generated and composite existences. In the DCMS Iamblichus says evil appears 
en tois tetartois kai pemptois tois suntitkemenois (18, 10), and in the DM Iamblichus says the 
soul is the generative cause of gignomenon le kai phtheiromenon ton suntheton (35, 14-16). 


36 


Matter and Embodiment 


an intimate connection with the composite lives that it sustains. Despite 
the fact that the soul, kath' heauten, is ungenerated and free of suffering, 
it nevertheless "inclines and is turned to the generated composites over 
which it has jurisdiction" (DM 21, 6-7), and to the degree that the soul's 
attention falls into these lives it is subject to the suffering and evils that 
are their lot. 36 
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What good . . . can be generated 
from matter? 


36. Cf. Iamblichus's Letter to Macedonius on Fate, Stob. II, 173, 5-174, 27 (Stobaeus: 
Anthologium, 4 vols., ed. C Wachsmuth and O. Hense (Berlin: Weidmanns, 1958). 



It is precisely in the turn to composite lives that the perspective on 
matter changes from that of the World Soul to that of particular embod¬ 
ied souls; in turn, the portrayal of matter becomes pessimistic. Even the 
"optimistic" Timaeus touched briefly on the cause for this pessimism in 
its description of the confusion that attends the embodiment of the soul 
(Tim. 44). In this regard, the pessimistic language of the Phaedo should be 
understood within the context of the soul's entire incarnational itinerary. 
The perception of the body as a "prison" would be an important and 
necessary step in the soul's progress toward a complete incarnation. The 
negative imagery functioned as a catalyst to purge the soul of an identity 
anchored in the sensible world; in light of Iamblichus's itinerary for the 
study of the Platonic dialogues, where the Phaedo is read early on, 1 its 
negative view of embodiment should be seen as a medicinal shock, 
intended to disturb the soul's complacency and later to be ameliorated 
with a more complete understanding. 2 

1. Iamblichus's itinerary for the reading of the Platonic dialogues and their relation to 
the development of the virtues is explained in Anonymous Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy, 
intro., text, and trans. L. G. Westerink (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1962), xxxvii-xl. 

2. In support of this interpretation I refer the reader to Iamblichus's definition of 
katharsis in De Anima where he contrasts the "lesser" perfections of catharsis, which are 
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That matter and embodiment were described both negatively and posi¬ 
tively by Plato suggests that his writings were not to be taken as univocal 
truths but—as Iamblichus believed—spiritual exercises employed by stu¬ 
dents at different stages of development and under the careful guidance 
of teachers. 3 While one student would be encouraged to dwell on the 
ascetic themes of the Phaedo, another would be directed to the Symposium 
to contemplate erotic connections that would be impossible unless the 
soul had already practiced the asceticism and withdrawal encouraged by 
the Phaedo. The Platonic worldview was hierarchical, and in Iamblichus's 
Syrian school each dialogue had a specific purpose (j skopos ), the realization 
of which was dependent upon the student fulfilling its precedents. 4 They 
were not simply intellectual exercises but demanded profound transfor¬ 
mations in the students who practiced them as part of their spiritual 
discipline. 

Without taking into consideration Iamblichus's hierarchical under¬ 
standing of Platonic education and its relation to the cosmos, his nega¬ 
tive descriptions of matter in the De Mysteriis would appear inconsistent 
with his position on matter outlined above. For example, in book III, 
chapter 28, Iamblichus condemned the makers of magical talismans and 
idols on the grounds that their work was artificial ( technikos ) and not 
theurgic (theourgikos) ( DM , 170, 9-10). Iamblichus dissociated theurgy 
from such artifice with a twofold critique, expressing concern for (a) the 
character of the idolmaker, and (b) the material of his work. Iamblichus 
argued that while theurgy revealed the creative powers of the Demiurge 
and was rooted in uniform essences, the art of the idolmaker concerned 
merely the last efflux of nature and attempted to manipulate the material 
world with sympathetic attractions. The creator of the stars and planets, ’ 


simply purgative and remove the soul from somatic attachments, with the complete cathar¬ 
sis that follows purgation and withdrawal with a reinvestment into particulars in a divine 
manner (Stob. I, 455, 25-456, 8). 

3. Pierre Hadot recaptures this important, yet often unnoticed, aspect of philosophy in 
antiquity, "Exercices spirituels/' in Annuaire: Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (Paris: 1976- 
77), 63-70; republished in Hadot, Exercices Spirituels et Philosophie Antique (Paris: Etudes 
Augustiniennes, 1981), 13-58. 

4. For a discussion of Iamblichus's organization of Platonic dialogues according to the 
"central theme" or skopos of each, and the influence of this method on this history of 
literary criticism, see James Coulter, The Literary Microcosm: Theories of Interpretation of the 
Later Neoplatonists (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), 73-94. For an explanation of the skopos as a 
central hermeneutic tool in Iamblichus's exegeses of the Platonic dialogues see B. D. 
Larsen, famblique de Chalcis: Exegete et philosophe (Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 429- 
46. Iamblichus's notion of the skopos as a hermeneutic tool became the central principle for 
all Neoplatonic exegesis. 
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true images of the gods, was theos f but of artificial idols Iamblichus says; 
"God is not their maker, but man. Nor are they produced out of uniform 
and intelligible essences, but from matter which has been acquired. 
What good, therefore, can be generated from matter and from the corpo¬ 
real powers around matter and in bodies?" (DM 168, 3-8). Iamblichus no 
doubt meant to refute Porphyry's depiction of theurgy as a material ma¬ 
nipulation of the gods, and therefore emphasized the indigence of mate¬ 
rial things as compared to divine beings; nevertheless he does ask: 
"What good can be generated from matter?" (DM 168, 6), which seems 
to contradict his remarks in the Theology of Numbers and On General 
Mathematical Science. It is clear that the context of Iamblichus's discourse 


has changed significantly; here his description of matter was unquestion¬ 
ably negative. 

Throughout his exposition of theurgic sacrifice in book V, Iamblichus 
referred to matter as a pollution from which souls must be cleansed. For 
example, he says: "the contamination from material things falls upon 
those who are held in a material body; and as many souls as are subject 
to defilement by matter should necessarily be purified" (DM 204, 4-7). 
Matter was the obstacle that kept souls from communion with the gods. 
Since the gods were free from the pollution of matter, to reach them 
souls had to break free from material bonds. Iamblichus says: 


K 


"Just as the Gods split matter with lightning and separate from it 
V from things which are essentially immaterial but have been domi¬ 
nated and bound by matter, and from being passive render them 
impassive, so also our [sacrificial] fire, imitating the activity of the 
divine fire, destroys everything material in the sacrifices, purifies 
the offerings by fire, and frees them from the bonds of matter. It makes 
them suitable for communion with the Gods through the purity of 
nature and in the same manner it frees us from the bonds of 
generation, assimilates us to the Gods, makes us fit for their 
friendship (philia), and leads our material nature up to the immate¬ 
rial. (DM 215,15-216, 8) 
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In these passages matter is opposed to the gods and the body is seen 
as the prison from which souls are freed. Yet Iamblichus also said that 
matter was an impediment only for individual souls, not for the World 
Soul or celestial souls (stars). For these, embodiment produced no "in¬ 
jury" nor "obstacle" (DM 200, 7-8), but "to a particular soul the commu¬ 
nion with the body is demeaning in both these respects" (DM 200, 8-10). 
What determined whether or not matter impeded souls was the kind of 




40 


Matter and Embodiment 


41 


body they inhabited and the perspective this allowed them. While hu¬ 
man souls were particular and had a partial perspective, the World Soul 
and celestial souls were "wholes/' complete worlds with a global 
perspective—a critical difference to which we will return. 

The "bonds of generation" from which souls had to be cleansed were 
personified by Iamblichus as daimones , mediating entities that tied souls 
to their bodies. 5 In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus says: "One must assign 
to daimones the jurisdiction over generative powers, as well as the re¬ 
sponsibility over nature and of binding souls to bodies" (DM 67, 15-68, 
1). To free the soul from the bonds of generation theurgic sacrifice had 
to overcome the daimonic powers of nature. For, Iamblichus says, 
"Daimones lead souls down into nature" (DM 79, 9-10), not up to the 
gods. Yet, these same daimons followed divine will. "[They] bring into 
manifest activity the invisible good of the Gods . . . reveal what is 
ineffable in the Gods, shape what is formless into forms, and render 
what is beyond all measure into visible ratios" (DM 16, 16-17, 4). In the 
De Mysteriis daimons were portrayed both as agents of the Demiurge 
and as powers that defiled the soul by tying it to matter. This ambiva¬ 
lence was due to their centrifugal activity: in being agents pf the 
Demiurge in the "procession" of the gods, it was their task to exte¬ 
riorize specific aspects of the divine, and in disseminating the divine 
presence into matter daimons also led the attention of particular souls 
into a centrifugal and extroverted attitude. This was what bound them 
to their bodies and caused them to suffer. 

In his opening remarks to Porphyry in the De Mysteriis Iamblichus said 
that he would reply to his questions theologically, philosophically, or 
theurgically (DM 7, 2-6). Iamblichus's description of daimons surely 
was drawn from his theurgic vocabulary: daimons were the personified 
powers of matter, entities whose centrifugal influence on souls was en¬ 
countered and turned around in theurgic rituals. Iamblichus, therefore, 
allowed for a functional dualism within his monism. In the imagery of 
theurgic rites he pitted spiritual gods against material daimons, but as 
the soul was gradually freed from the bonds of generation it began to 
participate in the fundamental unity of the cosmos. By fulfilling the 
commands of a theurgic rite, the soul began to share in the continuity 

5. The locus classicus of the doctrine of daimons for Neoplatonists was Plato's Sympo¬ 
sium 202e-203a. For a development of the doctrine after Plato among the Stoics see A. D. 
Nock, "Posidonius/' Journal of Roman Studies 49 (1959): 1-15. For a comparison between the 
daimons of Iamblichus and their portrayal in the Chaldean Oracles, see Friedrich W. 
Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel und Jamblich de Mysteriis (Meisenheim am Gian: Anton 
Hain, 1969), 68-86. 
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that extended from the gods to matter and in which the materializing 
daimons played an important and beneficial role. 6 

The dualistic language of the De Mysteriis was even more evident in the 
Chaldean Oracles. Based on the extant fragments, the Oracles seem to 
have been more "hieratic" than the De Mysteriis and less "philosophical"; 
they pertain strictly to ritual phenomena and are in no way an apology for 
ritual practices as was the De Mysteriis. Hans Lewy and Frederick Cremer 
have proven that these oracles, "recorded" by second-century Platonists, 
had a significant influence on Iamblichean theurgy.' Their negative por¬ 
trayal of the material world is evident in the following logia: 

Fragment 88: [Nature] persuades us to believe that daimones are 
pure, and that the offspring of evil matter are good and useful. 8 

Fragment 90: from the hollows of the earth leap chthonian dogs 
(i.e., daimons), who never show a true sign to a mortal. 9 

Fragment 135: they [ daimones ] enchant souls, forever turning 
them away from the [holy] rites. 10 

Yet, as in the De Mysteriis , the Oracles also said that matter was derived 
from the highest divinity, the "source of sources" (pege pegdn). u Faced 
with this ambiguity, Cremer asks: "Wenn die Materie von Gott kommt, 
wodurch ist sie eirv kakonT' 12 and answered that Iamblichus attempted to 
resolve this problem by recourse to the notion of "unsympathetic sympa¬ 
thy," 13 of a "matter alien to the gods" (he hule allotria ton theon; DM 233, 
17), Lewy said that the development of an "evil matter" represented the 
attempt by late antique thinkers, under Gnostic influence, to correct the 
portrayal of matter in Plato's Timaeus . This resulted in a conflation of 
monist and dualist themes whose precise origin, he says, "can no longer 

6. "Continuity" was the sine qua non for all theurgy. See DM 31,18-32, 7. For the role 
of daimons in this continuity see DM 16, 6-20, 19. 

7. Hans Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), and 
F. Cremer, Die Chaldaischen OrakeL For text, translation, and commentary see E. des Places, 
Oracles chaldaiques (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1971); see also the excellent English translation, 
The Chaldean Oracles , text, translation, and commentary by Ruth D. Majercik (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1989). 

8. Majercik, Chaldean Oracles, 82. 

9. Ibid., 85. 

10. Ibid., 101. 

11. des Places, Oracles chaldaiques , frag. 30, p. 73. 

12. Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel , 30 n. 73. 

13. Ibid., 28 n. 73. 
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be known/' 14 Nevertheless, in his study of the Chaldean goddess He¬ 
cate, Lewy provides the key for understanding the role of matter in the 
De Mysteriis as well as in the Oracles. 15 

According to the Oracles, Hecate was queen of the daimons, and as 
such she personified all the powers of nature and matter. Lewy explains: 
"The Chaldean Hecate encountered the human souls in forms always 
adequate to their internal condition: for those sunk in the body she was 
necessity; for the erring, demonic temptation; for the renegade, a curse; 
for those who recalled their divine nature, a guide; and for those who 
returned home, grace." 16 Hecate was a mirror of the embodied soul, 
reflecting the soul's experience of matter and its own internal condition. 
In this sense, matter (Hecate) functioned as an index of the soul's spiri¬ 
tual condition and was evil only in proportion to the soul's attachment to 
its material existence. From a theurgic perspective, therefore, matter 
could not be considered apart from the soul's existential situation. 

In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus used the terms hule, phusis , soma , and 
genesis nearly synonymously to define the "place" of the soul's exten¬ 
sion. 17 They made up the field in which the soul's faculties were devel¬ 
oped and tested, and its use of power in a corporeal existence deter¬ 
mined its evaluation of matter. Embodied life could be experienced as a 
bondage to fate or as an opportunity to live under divine providence, 
depending on how the soul used its powers. For Iamblichus, providence 
(pronoia) and fate (heimarmene) were functional terms describing the 
soul's experience of one divine law: salvific for those who obeyed and 
embodied it, oppressive to those who resisted it. 18 

In a letter to his student Macedonius, Iamblichus explained the nature 
of the soul and its relation to fate and providence. He says: 

The essence of the soul, in itself, is immaterial and incorporeal, 
entirely ungenerated and indestructible, possessing in itself Being 
and Life; it is completely self-moved and yet is the principle of 
nature and of all movements [Cf. DM 35, 9-11]. The soul, there- 

14. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , 382. 

15. The term hule was used by Iamblichus interchangeably with phusis, soma, genesis 
and, in the Oracles, one may add the deities "Hades" and "Hecate" to the list. On Hecate 
as salvific goddess see Sarah Johnson, Hekate Soteira (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1989). 

16. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , 365. 

17. See Creme/s remarks. Die Chalda'ischen Orakel , 91. 

18. The term pronoia is inadequately translated by "providence." For Neoplatonists it 
suggested the unknowable/(pre)knowable presence of the divine in the world. See J. 
Trouillard, "Note sur PROOUSIOS et PRONOIA chez Proclos," Revue des Etudes Grecques 72 
(1960): 80-87. 
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fore, to the degree that it is itself, contains in itself self-authority, 
freedom, and life. But, to the degree that it gives itself to gener¬ 
ated things, it is put under the sway of the cosmos, and to that 
degree it is led by fate and serves the necessities of nature. ( Stob. 

II, 173, 5-13) 

Fate ruled only those whose attention had been given over to generated 
things, not those who participated in their guiding principle. Iamblichus 
continued: 

To be brief, the movements of fate around the world may be likened 
to immaterial and noetic activities and revolutions, and the order of 
fate resembles this intelligible and pristine order. Secondary pow¬ 
ers [encosmic gods] are joined with primary causes [hypercosmic 
gods] and the multitude in generation, and thus all things under 
fate are joined with undivided essence and with providence as a 
guiding principle. In accord with this same essence, then, fate is 
interwoven with providence and, in reality, fate is providence , is 
established from it and around it. 

This being the case, the principle of human actions moves in 
concert with both these principles of the cosmos [fate and provi¬ 
dence]. But there is also a principle of action liberated from nature 
and free from the movement of the cosmos. On account of this it 
is not contained in the motion of the world. Thus, it is not intro- 
duced from nature nor from any motion but is pre-established as 
more ancient, not having been derived from anything. 19 

Wherefore, since the soul is allotted certain parts from all the 
parts and elements of the cosmos and uses these, it is contained in 
the order of fate, takes its place in this order, fulfills its conditions, 
and makes proper use of it. And to the degree that the soul 
combines in itself pure reason, self-substantiated and self-moved, 
acting from itself and perfect, it is liberated from all external ' 

19. Iamblichus referred to this "more ancient" and "preexistent" principle to distin¬ 
guish theurgical divination from human divination (DM 165, 14-166,1). In the De Mysteriis 
Iamblichus often referred to astrology one of the important forms of divination in late 
antiquity and this passage on "fate" should be understood in an astrological context. 
One's fate was commonly believed to be determined by one's astral nativity— a point 
Iamblichus denies (DM 270, 9-11). Note also in this passage that Iamblichus mentions 
repeatedly that the soul is free from astral determinism; the soul is apolutos (Stob. 174, 12), 
aphetos (173,14), and authairetos (173,15). Iamblichus's argument draws, in large part, from 
the Stoics' accommodation of "fate" and "providence." Cf. Auguste Bouche-Leclercq, As- 
trologie grecque (Brussels: Culture et Civilisation, 1963), 31-32. 
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things. But to the degree that the soul extends into different 
modes of life, falls into generation, and identifies with the body, it 
is sewn into the order of the world. ( Stob . II, 173, 26-174, 27) 

The "parts" given to each soul from the totality of the cosmos made up 
its astrological portrait, and it was this confluence of elements at a par¬ 
ticular juncture in time and space that made up the soul's localized self, 
the somatic testing ground that measured the soul's ability to integrate 
corporeal existence into a divine pattern. Failure to fulfill the conditions 
of the body resulted in fixations, unfulfilled conditions, and the subse¬ 
quent suffering of "fate." The proper care of the body and somatic life, 
however, freed the soul from these bonds and allowed it, as Iamblichus 
says, to see "the turnings of fate to be like the perfect revolutions of the 
stars" {Stob. II, 173, 26-28). 
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. . . taking the shape of the Gods 


In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus described the human soul as the eschatos 
kostnos, the last world and reality: "Recognize, if you will, the lowest of 
divine beings: the soul purified from the body" (DM 34, 8). Because the 
human soul was the lowest divinity it suffered with the mortal lives that 
it sustained. Identified with only "certain parts" of the cosmos, the soul 
lost its perspective of the "whole" and become absorbed into the flux of 
mortal life. 

Since matter cannot be discussed, from an existential perspective, 
apart from the soul's experience of it, one may assume that Iamblichus's 
negative remarks about matter in the De Mysteriis describe, in fact, the 
soul's experience of matter. Though Iamblichus used the same term, hule 
(or its functional equivalents: soma , phusis , genesis), it was not the hule of 
the Theology of Numbers or the hule produced from the paternal monad in 
the De Mysteriis. It is one thing to speak about matter philosophically or 
theologically—in an abstract or theoretical way—quite another to experi¬ 
ence matter and to outline a practical discipline to free souls from its 
constraints. However, apart from telling Porphyry that he will answer 
questions philosophically, theologically, or theurgically as he deemed 
appropriate, Iamblichus did not explicitly signal the shifts in his dis¬ 
course (DM 7, 2-6). What was undoubtedly clear to himself and his 
readers is not always clear to us. Being accustomed to a more univocal 


46 Matter and Embodiment 

use of terms, the modern reader of the De Mysteriis will likely miss these 
contextual shifts and find lamblichus's use of terms inconsistent and 
confusing. 1 

Therefore, in spite of lamblichus's pejorative descriptions of matter in 
the De Mysteriis , it was not viewed negatively, nor was embodiment per 
se. For later Neoplatonists, the body was understood as an integral part 
of a larger process. As Trouillard put it: "The body that the soul animates 
and through which it is placed in the cosmos is not an extrinsic addition 
but the circuit that it travels in order to be united with itself," 2 The body was 
connatural (sumphues) with the soul, the soul with the intellect, and the 
intellect with god. The physical body was simply the "point of condensa¬ 
tion" in a long process tprohodos that followed the material function of 
creative dispersion. 3 Nevertheless, Iamblichus was aware of the prob¬ 
lems of embodiment and believed that theurgy was able to cure souls of 
somatic identification by guiding them into divinely sanctioned pos¬ 
tures, He believed that the soul's "fall" into a body followed a divine 
impulse, a cosmogonic law, and that this same impulse, leading souls 
into bodies through daimonic urges, could be rerouted and transformed 
by theurgic rites. Theurgy limited and redirected the soul's daimonic 
attractions, transforming these intermediary beings into the soul's recep¬ 
tacle of salvation. 

In an excellent analysis of the role of matter in the Chaldean Oracles, 
Stanislas Breton says that the negativity of matter was compensated by 
the Chaldean view of an unbroken continuity that extended from the 
gods to matter. He says: 

Matter and the body, consequently, are subject to a two-fold inter¬ 
pretation according to whether one descends or ascends the de¬ 
grees of an ontological and divine hierarchy. . . . [The negative 
gravitation of the daimons] is equilibrated and compensated by an 
inverse pressure which makes of matter, in its "very fury," a ho¬ 
meopathic remedy for the degradation that it provokes. This is 
the profound meaning of theurgy which, relying on the continu¬ 
ity and connaturality of which we have spoken, discovers and 

1. Hadot describes this problem in "Exercices spirituels," in Annuaire: Ecole Pratique des 
Hautes Etudes (Paris, 1976-77), 63-70. 

2. J. Trouillard, La Mystagogie de Proclos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 251. 

3. This image is taken from Stanislas Breton, "Teleologie et ontogonie: Variations sur les 

"Oracles Chaldaiques," Recherches de Science Religieuse 66, no. 1 , (1978): 8. For the ways in 

which Iamblichus discussed the continuity of lower entities with higher, see E. des Places, 

Syngeneia: La Parent6 de Vhomme avec dieu d'Homere a la patristique (Paris: Librairie C, 
Klincksieck, 1964), 171-76. 
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exploits the quasi-sacramental virtues of little things as useless as 
stones. 4 

Even the densest aspects of matter, therefore, were potential medicines 
for a soul diseased by its body, and the cure for a somatic fixation in 
this theurgic homeopathy was the tail of the (daimonic) dog which 
bound it. 

According to the Timaeus (41d), each soul was constituted by the 
same ratios as the World Soul and so necessarily participated, to some 
degree, in the entire world. 5 Consequently, there was nothing essen¬ 
tially perverse about material things or embodied experience. Yet, as 
Iamblichus explained in his letter on fate, if the soul directed exces¬ 
sive attention to the body it became subject to the rules governing 
corporeal action. In theurgic terms this demanded that the soul be 
reconciled with the daimon who ruled the realm of nature governing 
this activity. Being tied to generated life, the soul was bound to laws 
administered by daimonic intermediaries, and until the soul achieved a 
proper relation with them it remained subject to the punishments of 
their administration. 

How these theurgic rapprochements were conducted, remains un¬ 
known since there are no extant records of theurgic ceremonies. 6 Never- 
thelessj- Iamblichus did refer to material objects used in theurgic rites 
and accounted for the hidden power in such things as stones, plants, 
and animals. He says: 

Since it was necessary that earthly things not be deprived of par¬ 
ticipation in the divine, the earth received a certain divine portion 
capable of receiving the Gods. The theurgic art, therefore, recog¬ 
nizing this principle in general, and having discovered the proper 
receptacles, in particular, as being appropriate to each one of the 
Gods, often brings together stones, herbs, animals, aromatics, 

4. Breton, "L'homme et Fame humaine dans les Oracles chaldaiques" Diotima 8 (1980): 22. 

5. Iamblichus referred to this point in his explanation of divine justice (DM 188, 7-10). 

6. Philippe Derchain has suggested that one ritual described in the De Mysteriis was 
taken directly from the ceremony of the sun's renewal in the house of life at Abydos. If 
Derchain is correct it may be that lamblichus's (Abammon's) dependence on Egyptian cult 
was far greater than has been supposed. In late antiquity it was customary for Platonists to 
defer to the greater wisdom of the Egyptians, and one might assume that Iamblichus, 
following the style of Hermetic authors, claimed an Egyptian origin for theurgy to lend it 
an aura of ancient authority. If Iamblichus incorporated Egyptian hieratic practices in 
concrete detail it may provide an important key for understanding the liturgical order of 
theurgic rites. See Philippe Derchain, "Pseudo-Jamblique ou Abammon," Chronique d'Egypt 
38 (1963): 220-26. 
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and other sacred, perfect, and deiform objects of a similar kind. 

Then, from all these it produces a perfect and pure receptacle. 

(DM 233, 7-16; cf. DM 235, 6-12) 

Such objects served as receptacles of the gods because they preserved an 
intimate relation with them and bore their "signatures" (sunthemata) in 
the manifest world. As such they were pure specimens of divine pres¬ 
ence in matter, and for souls suffering a specific imbalance within the 
administration of a divine being, the objects that bore its symbol/ 
sunthema became homeopathic antidotes if handled in a ritually appropri¬ 
ate manner. Iamblichus explains: "Therefore, whether (it is) certain ani¬ 
mals or plants or any of the other things on earth governed by Superior 
Beings, they simultaneously share in their inspective care and procure 
for us an indivisible communion with the Gods" (DM 235, 5-9). 
Through the appropriate use of the gods' sunthemata in nature the soul 
could awaken in itself the power of their corresponding symbols (DM 
136, 6-10). This realigned the soul with the manifesting energies of a 
deity and freed it from servitude to the daimons who watched over its 
physical expression (DM 174, 9-10). 

Iamblichus's extant writings do not describe these theurgical prac¬ 
tices in detail, but it is unlikely that they could have been explained 
discursively, for Iamblichus said that theurgic knowledge was gained 
only through "practical experience" (DM 229, 17-230, 1), Nevertheless, 
Iamblichus's theoretical justification for the use of material objects in 
theurgy may be summarized under three principles: 


1. The gods illuminate matter and are present immaterially in material 
things. (DM 232, 14-16) 

2. There exists a filial and beneficent bond between the gods who pre¬ 
side over life and the lives which they produce. (DM 235, 3-5) 

3. The sacrificial order in theurgy was connected to the order of the 
gods. (DM217, 3-4) 

Proclus includes more specific information in his treatise On the Hieratic 
Art , an introduction to theurgic taxonomy that identified sunthemata in 
nature with their ruling gods. 7 Proclus's best-known example of a 
sunthema is the "heliotrope" that bears the signature of the sun god 
Helios. As Proclus puts it: 

7 . Proclus, On the Hieratic Art of the Greeks, in CMAG VI, ed. J. Bidez (Brussels: Maurice 
Lamertin, 1928), 139-51. 
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each thing prays according to the rank it occupies in nature, and 
sings the praise of the leader of the divine series to which it 
belongs ... for the heliotrope moves to the extent that it is free to 
move, and in its rotation, if we could hear the sound of the air 
buffeted by its movement, we should be aware that it is a hymn to 
its king, such as it is within the power of a plant to sing. 8 

Like the heliotrope, other things in nature bore the imprint of the sun 
god: cock (CMAG IV, 150, 4), lotus (CMAG W r 149, 12), lion (CMAG IV, 
150, 3), and bel stone (CMAG IV, 149, 22), each revealing different 
chracteristics of the god hidden in its premanifest unity. For example, 
while the bel stone demonstrated a solar affinity by its mimesis of the 
sun's rays, the lotus and heliotrope imitated its diurnal revolution 
(CMAG IV, 150, 26-30). 

Iamblichus explained that the power of the gods who "illuminated 
matter" was undiminished by their manifestations (DM 140, 19-141, 4). 
The use of "base" objects in theurgical rites in no way degraded the god 
who was present in them. In fact, the use of inanimate objects in divina¬ 
tion was all the more proof and guarantee that a god was responsible for 
the prognosis since the objects themselves could not have provided it. 
Iamblichus says: 

If the power of the Gods extends in revealing itself as far as to 
inanimate things like pebbles, rods, pieces of wood, stones, corn 
or wheat, this very fact is the most striking aspect of the divine 
prognostic in divination, for it gives soul to soulless things and 
motion to things without the power of movement. It makes all 
things dear and known, participate in reason, and be defined by 
the measures of noesis although they possess no reason in them¬ 
selves. (DM 141, 14-142, 3) 

That things without intelligence should be vehicles of divine wisdom 
followed a principal tenet of theurgy that communion with the gods did 
not take place through man's mental efforts or power (DM 97, 1-9). 
Iamblichus continues: "Just as God sometimes makes an innocent fool 
speak words of wisdom—by which it is clear to all that the speech is not 
human but divine—in this same way God reveals ideas (noemata) that 
transcend all [human] knowledge through things deprived of knowl¬ 
edge" (DM 142, 5-10). 

8. Proclus, On the Hieratic Art , in CMAG VI: 148, 14-18. See the translation and discus¬ 
sion of this passage in Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Von Arabi, trans. 
Ralph Manheim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 106. 
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Iamblichus's use of material objects in theurgy and his praise of their 
divine power was a correlate to his critique of human intellectual power, 
Man's incapacity to achieve union with the gods was made particularly 
evident in rites that employed insentient objects to achieve an experi¬ 
ence that surpassed reason. The point, in short, was that theurgy is 
"divine action, not human" (DM 142, 7), and the use of inanimate ob¬ 
jects in theurgic divination clearly demonstrates this point. 

The sunthemata embedded in nature were not limited to dense matter 
but were also present in certain incantations (DM 133, 18), concoctions 
(DM 133, 18), characters traced [on the earth] (DM 129, 15-17), and in 
the ineffable names that were able to draw souls into the presence of the 
gods (DM 157, 13-16). Iamblichus also mentions certain melodies and 
rhythms that gave the soul direct (euthus; DM 119, 6) participation in the 
gods. 9 The sunthemata , in whatever expression, were divinizing, and for 
the same reason; they bore the impress of the god and were able to 
awaken souls to the divinity they symbolized. 

In theurgy, anything that received the god and mediated its presence 
functioned as a sacred receptacle whether it was a stone, a plant, a smell, 
or a song. AH functioned as hull with respect to the divine agent which 
they received and revealed. 10 Thus, even a "vision" that mediated the 
presence of a god was a kind of hull. Iamblichus explains: 

One must be convinced by secret teachings that a certain matter is 
given by the Gods by means of blessed visions. This matter is 
somehow connatural ( sumphues ) with those who give it. The sacri¬ 
fice with this sort of matter stirs the Gods up into manifestation 
and immediately invokes their appearance, receives them when 
they come forth, and reveals them perfectly. (DM 234, 7-14) 

Iamblichus compares this visionary matter to the "pure and divine 
matter" (hulln tina katharan kai theian) that receives and reveals the gods 
in cosmogony (DM 232,17). As the soul became increasingly purified by 

9. Cf. DM 118, 17-119, 5. Iamblichus's theurgic interpretation of the possession 
through music or rhythmic speech (cf. Plato's Ion 536c; Symp. 215e) might be considered by 
historians of religions as a viable alternative to the theory that such occurrences are the 
affect of "anxiety states." See, for example, E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1951), 79 n. 108. 

10. Each level on the chain of continuity became the "receptacle" of its superior. Thus, 

the role of any level would be alternately "formal" or "material," depending on whether 
the movement was up or down the chain. This "functional" view of matter had been 
outlined by Aristotle in the De Anima (430a, 10-13), where he says that the soul's cognitive 
powers are "matter" for the forms which they receive, i.e., insofar as anything is receptive 
to an informing principle, it is matter Ihule with respect to* that principle. 



theurgy so that it received such visions, its experience of matter became 
less like that of the Phaedo and more like the cosmological matter of the 
Timaeus, transforming the entire world into an immense receptacle, a 
sunthema revealing the "will of the gods," 11 From a theurgic perspective, 
the cosmos was a temple whose sacrificial orders were designed by the 
Demiurge (DM 65, 6-8). 

To be in a body, for a theurgist, was to have a place in this temenos, and 
even union with the gods was not impossible for those whose embodi¬ 
ment was properly consecrated. Iamblichus says: "By means of this [di¬ 
vine] will, the Gods, being benevolent and gracious, shine their light 
generously on theurgists, calling their souls up to themselves and giving 
them unification (henosis), accustoming them—while they are yet in 
bodies—to be detached from their bodies and turned to their eternal and 
noetic principle" (DM 41, 4-11). To be in the body in a divine manner 
was to be out of the body (i.e., free of its material constraints), and 
Iamblichus maintained that this paradox was integral to every theurgic 
experience. He says: 

All of theurgy has a two-fold character. One is that it is a rite 
conducted by men which preserves our natural order in the uni¬ 
verse; the other is that it is empowered by divine symbols 
(sunthemata), is raised up through them to be joined on high with 
the Gods, .and is led harmoniously round to their order. This 
latter aspect can rightly be called "taking the shape of the Gods." 
(DM 184, 1-8) 

The theurgist was simultaneously man and god; he became an icon and 
sunthema in precisely the same way as the other pure receptacles de¬ 
scribed by Iamblichus. 

By means of appropriate rites the theurgist directed the powers of his 
particular soul (mikros kosmos) into alignment with the powers of the 
World Soul (cf. DM 292, 5-9), which gave him direct participation in the 
"whole." He became a theios anlr, universal and divine yet particular and 
mortal (DM 235, 13-14); in somatic terms this was the result of having 
filled the measures of his immortal augoeides soma, the soul's "star body," 
which was visualized as a sphere. 

The doctrine of the "soul vehicle" ( ochlma ) in the Platonic tradition is 
essential for understanding the manner in which the later Platonists visu- 


11. Cf. DM 44,11—45,1 where the "necessity" of the gods is mingled with their benefi¬ 
cent will; cf. 141, 6-13 where god is said to create all forms of divination with one benefi¬ 
cent will, and 209, 14—17 where natural life forms are said to preserve the will of their 

maker. 
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alized immortality. 12 Referred to by Iamblichus as a vehicle (ochema) (DM 
132, 12), or breath ( pneuma) (DM 125, 6), the perfection of this aetheric and 
luminous body effected the soul's immortalization. Through the purify¬ 
ing light given by the gods in theurgy the embodied soul was freed of its 
particularity and established in its starry vehicle, the augoeides ochema (DM 
312, 9-18). Like the spherical bodies of the universe and stars, for whom 
embodiment was simply adornment and revelation, 13 the spherical body 
gained in theurgic rituals established the soul as immortal yet still allowed 
for the multitude of activities engaged in by a mortal and embodied soul. 

Iamblichus often repeats the Neoplatonic principle that "like ap¬ 
proaches like," 14 and in the case of a particular embodied soul the only 
way to reach the universality of the World and celestial souls was to 
become like them, that is, spherical. Thus, Iamblichus says: "Wherefore, 
also our vehicle ( ochema ) is made spherical and is moved circularly when¬ 
ever the soul is especially assimilated to Nows." 15 It was within his lumi- 

12. See Robert Kissling, "The OCHEMA-PNEUMA of the Neoplatonists and the de 
Insomniis of Synesius of Cyrene," American Journal of Philology 43 (1922): 318-^30; E. R. 
Dodds, trans. and intro,, Proclus: The Elements of Theology, 2d ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1963), esp. appendix II, "The Astral Body in Neoplatonism," 313-21; J. TrouiUard, "Re¬ 
flexions sur i'OCHEMA dans les Elements de Theologie de Proclos/' Revue des Etudes 
Grecques 70 (1957): 102-7. More recent studies include: Andrew Smith, Porphyry's Place in 
the Neoplatonic Tradition: A Study in Post~Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1974), appendix 2, "The pneumaiochema" 152-58; H. J. Blumenthal, "Some Prob¬ 
lems About the Body and Soul in Later Neoplatonism: Do They Follow a Pattern?" Plato- 
nismus und Christentum: Festschrift fur Heinrich Dorrie, eds, H.-D. Blume and F. Mann, 
Jahrbuch fur Antike und Christentum, Erganzungsband 10 (Munster: Aschendprff, 1983), 
75-85. The most detailed description of the purification of the soul-vehicle in late antiquity 
is Hierocles, Hierocles in Aureum Pythagoreorum Carmen Commentarius, ed. F. G. Koehler 
(Stuttgart: Teubner, 1974), chap. 26, 46-49. For Hierocles' view see Ilsetraut Hadot, Le 
Problems du neoplatonisme alexandrin, Hierocles el Simplicius (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes 
1978), 98-106. 

Apart from the historical sources for this teaching, discussed in large part by Kissling, 
the question remains of how to understand it. Blumenthal suggests that the psychic 
vehicle/faculty (i.e., imagination) was used by Plotinus "to protect the higher soul from 
influence from below, ("Some Problems," 83), to keep the higher principles from being 
stained by the lower. While this may be the case for Plotinus, it was not so for the later 
Neoplatonists. In Reflexions sur / OCHEMA," Trouillard argues that for Proclus the 
ochema , while separating distinct levels of the soul in the cosmos, at the same time joins 
them, preserving a continuity through all levels. In terms of salvation, the vehicle of the 
soul and its imaginal body became the "place" where the soul forgot or remembered its 
immortality. 

13. DM 200, 7-8; cf. 202, 13-203, 9 for the ungenerated and impassive "aetherial body" 
of the heavens, and 212, 5 for the "impassive light-vehicle" of daimons. 

14. References to the notion of similis similibus are seen in the DM 16,11-13; 20, 4-8; 46 
13-16; 49, 1-3; 211, 15-18. 

15. J. Dillon, ed., lamblichi Chalcidensis, In Tim. frag. 49, lines 13-15. 
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nous and spherical vehicle that the theurgist received visions and was 
unified with the gods, yet this unification did not deny the multiplicity 
of his mortal life, for the sphere, Iamblichus says, "is capable of contain¬ 
ing multiplicity (to plethos ), which indeed makes it truly divine, that not 
departing from its oneness it governs all the multitude." 16 The theurgist 
became spherical. He "took on a divine appearance" (DM 184, 8) but 
remained a man. His apotheosis demanded not only that he activate his 
aetheric and immortal body but also that he remain bound to his mortal 
life. 

To the degree that a theurgist was divinized and assimilated to the 
Demiurge (DM 292, 14-17) he necessarily shared the benign interest of 
the Demiurge in generated life, including his own. Any aversion he may 
have felt toward his mortal existence was therefore overcome by his expe¬ 
rience of the "whole," and his physical body became the nexus through 
which he expressed this divine benevolence. In his person, he preserved a 
continuity between the "whole" and its "parts," between the gods and 
man. Iamblichus outlines this process in his description of catharsis in the 
DeAnima . The cleansing of the soul's particular fixations by purgation and 
withdrawal from the body was merely a preliminary stage, to be followed 
by a positive reinvestment in particulars. Iamblichus says: 

Indeed, of catharsis, one must conceive its most useful aspects to 
be: [1] withdrawal from alien things; [2] restoration of one's own 
essence; [3] perfection; [4] fulness; [5] independence; [6] ascent to 
the creative cause; [7] conjunction of parts with wholes; and [8] 
contribution from the wholes to the parts of power, life, activity, 
and similar things. (Sfofr I, 455, 25-456, 4) 

Of the eight attributes, only the first is negative, and Iamblichus specifi¬ 
cally faults the view of those who defined catharsis as a withdrawal from 
matter. He says: "Some give greater value to separation from the body, 
freedom from [material] bonds, liberation from mortality, release from 
generation and similar lesser goals of catharsis" (Stob. I, 456, 6-8). The 


16. Ibid., frag. 49, lines 27-29. Iamblichus refers to this same principle: the unity that 
contains multiplicity at DM 59, 9-15. Fragment 49 of Iamblichus's commentary on the 
Timaeus (33b) is called by Dillon, "an elaborate encomium of sphericity" (ibid., 326). The 
sphere, revered by Platonists and Pythagoreans as the most simple and inclusive of all 
forms, deserves a more detailed study. Note also Iamblichus's description of the priestess 
of Delphi being divinely possessed by a rotating fire (DM 126,13). For an interesting study 
of the "sphere" and circularity in the Platonic tradition, see Lynne Ballew, Straight and 
Circular: A Study of Imagery in Greek Philosophy (Assen, The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 
1979), 79-128; 131-33. 
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greater goals that followed were theurgic: the unification with the cre¬ 
ative cause, the demiurgic activity of joining parts of wholes, and the 
subsequent reinvestment of parts with the vitality of their universal 
sources. 

The mistake of an embodied soul was not in having a body, nor in 
being fully aware of physical existence. The error lay in the weighing of 
the soul's attention. Its consciousness was to be anchored in the whole, 
the harmonic unity of the Demiurge, with only minimal attention given 
to one's localized self. The experience of the theurgist would still include 
suffering and evils, but these would be incorporated into the whole. 
Iamblichus says: 'Therefore, due to corporeal necessities, certain evils 
and corruptions occur to parts, but they are salvific and good with re¬ 
spect to wholes and the harmony of the universe" (DM 192, 3-6). Even 
the imposition of one "part" on another, while apparently distressful to 
that part, was necessary and beneficial to the harmony of the "whole," a 
principle which, Iamblichus says, "we see exemplified clearly in a 
dance" (DM 56, 14-15). 

Evils rooted in corporeal necessities were inevitable and unavoidable, 
but moral evils and perverse acts derived from man's poorly receiving 
the emanations of the celestial gods, manipulating them for selfish ends, 
or suffering them in an unbalanced way (DM 194, 4-6; 13-15). These 
evils, however, did not come from the gods themselves. Iamblichus 
explains: "That which is given in one manner [from above], is received 
in another by the things here below. For example, the emanation of 
Kronos tends to stabilize and that of Ares is kinetic, but the passive and 
generative receptacle in material things receives the former as rigidity 
and coldness and the latter as exaggerated inflammation" (DM 55, 4-11; 
cf. DM 192, 18-193, 2). Though the gods descended with unified same¬ 
ness to preserve the cosmos (DM 55,17-18; 194, 8-12) their powers were 
received by mortals in a partial and passionate manner; as Iamblichus 
says, "parts are incapable of receiving the energies of the whole" (DM 
192, 7-8). Through his participation in the whole the theurgist became 
immortal and universal, but as a part he lived and died. He ritually 
encircled his mortal life with the providential care of a creator. 

The whole/paxt dichotomy was of central importance to Iamblichus, 17 
allowing him to reconcile experiences of evil and corruption within a 
good cosmos. Cosmologies that opposed spirit to matter or assigned to 
matter a positive evil force erred, in the view of Iamblichus, by assuming 
that the cosmos could be adequately measured by the dialectical opposi- 

17. Iamblichus refers to this theme throughout the De Mysteriis; see, for example, book 
IV, chap. 9. 


tions of the discursive mind (DM 10, 1-7). A cosmology with matter 
evilly opposed to spirit indicated that one's vision was still partial and 
fixed in unresolved oppositions. 

Iamblichus's whole/part theodicy held that the experience of evil was 
rooted in an incomplete perception, in a partial identity not yet sacrificed 
for the good of the whole (DM 186, 11-187, 3; cf. book IV, chap. 5). In 
this, Iamblichus was simply following Plato, who, in the Lazos, discussed 
the whoie/part dichotomy in a similar way. Having outlined the order of 
the world, the Athenian stranger says that individual souls must also 
make their contribution. They exist, he tells his listener, "in order that 
blissful existence be secured for the life of the whole; not for your sake 
was the world generated—but you were born for its sake" ( Laws 903c). 

The partial or whole experience of matter and embodiment correspond 
directly to the Platonic description of embodiment in the Phaedo and the 
Timaeus: the former being the perspective of a particular soul in a mortal 
body, and the latter a view of matter from the perspective of the whole, 
perpetual and perfect. For a Platonist, the Timaeus and the Phaedo defined 
the parameters in which the problem of embodiment was discussed, and 
Iamblichus's solution was that the blessedness of embodiment as por¬ 
trayed in the Timaeus was available to the particular soul only by imitating 
the activity of the Demiurge, and this was possible only through theurgic 
rites. The meaning of theurgy in the history of Platonism becomes clear if 
it is seen as the praxis that allowed souls to move from the experience of 
embodiment as an isolated prison to a participation in the World Soul, 
where its particularity was reestablished in the unity of the whole. 

By entering into the community of the gods as one of its bodies of 
light, the embodied soul was no longer alienated by matter nor passion¬ 
ately drawn to it. Embodiment was transformed from the psychic chaos 
of suffering into a cosmos, an adornment of the divine. The "lapse of 
time" in the Timaeus (30a) between material chaos and cosmos—though 
only a necessity of discourse when speaking of the World Soul—was an 
accurate description of the experience of the embodied soul on its path to 
demiurgy. In theurgy the soul gradually transformed the chaos of its 
embodied experience into the perfect measures of the cosmos. 18 In his 

18. Interesting parallels exist between the praxis of later Platonists and the methods of 
yoga. Compare the theurgists' goal of identifying with the order of the cosmos with 
Eliade's description of the goal of the yogi: "all these [yogic] exercises pursue the same 
goal, which is to abolish multiplicity and fragmentation, to reintegrate, to unify, to make 
whole. . . . Indeed one can speak of the first yogic stages as an effort toward the 'cos- 
micization' of man. To transform the chaos of biomental life into a cosmos . . ." (my emphasis). 
Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, trans. Willard Trask (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1973), 97. 
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mortal aspect the theurgist became the recipient of this beauty, while in 
his mediation of the gods, he became his own demiurge. 

Throughout the theurgist's lifelong labor (see DM 92, 8-10; 131, 9-10) 
of building a divine body, matter was the mirror that reflected the condi¬ 
tion of his soul. It was, as Iamblichus says, the "index" (deigtna; DM 80, 
15) of divine presence, and the intensity of the soul's contact with the 
gods was in direct proportion to its receptive capacity. 19 In his explana¬ 
tion of appearances (phasmata) in divination Iamblichus explains that the 
higher the divinity, the more completely it consumes matter: "Take the 
, immediate consumption of matter by the Gods as no small indication for 
you; with Archangels it is consumed in a short time; with Angels there is 
a dissolution and elevation from matter; by Daimones matter is beauti¬ 
fully organized; Heroes bear a proportionate adaptation to matter in 
fitting measures and give a skillful attention to it" (DM 80,15-81, 4). The 
rank of a divinity was indicated by its relation to, and command over, 
matter. Matter was the index that measured the degrees of divinity, arid 
for particular souls their relation to matter also determined the kind of 
theurgy they were to practice. The materia of the rites varied from stones 
and plants to the visionary matter given directly by the gods, but in all 
stages matter was not something reluctantly accepted in the rites A it was 
the necessary vehicle through which souls were divinized. 

In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus portrays the soul's experience of matter 
through the Egyptian hieroglyph of a young god seated on a lotus. The 
material principle, represented by "mud" (ilus) under the lotus, serves as 
the ''foundation" (puthmen) to nourish the lotus until it develops a circu¬ 
lar throne for the god. 20 Just so, each embodied soul, rooted-in the 
"mud" of embodiment and the waters of psychic change, is nourished 
by this very condition until it is capable of receiving the god. 

The matter of the Phaedo with ail its negative effects was revealed pro¬ 
gressively to the theurgist as the matter of the Timaeus , but only by virtue 
of the theurgist himself becoming demiurgic and ritually enacting the 
"eternal measures" (metra aidia ; DM 65, 4) established in creation. His 
perfection, as soul, was realized only by first assimilating himself to the 
world, 21 coordinating his "particular" attractions, somatic or intellectual, 
with their causal principles. As the "lowest" divinity, the human soul 
achieved its highest condition only when it was conscious of being lowest. 



for only then did it realize its place in the divine hierarchy. When the 
soul's "receptacles" were cleansed of the accretions added in embodiment 
it could become a proper receptacle of the gods and, like the pure matter of 
the Timaeus, transfer this order to the phenomenal world. The perfect 
theurgist became an embodied Demiurge 22 whose presence was enough 
to create harmony out of discord and drive away evil. Iamblichus says: 

[Ejvery vice and every passion is entirely removed by theurgists, 
for a pure participation of the good is present with the pure, and 
they are filled from on high with the fire of truth. For theurgists 
there is no impediment from evil spirits, nor are there hindrances 
to the goodness of the soul. Nor does any affectation, or flattery, 
or the enjoyment of vapors or violent force annoy them. But, all 
these, as if struck by lightning, yield and recede without touching 
the theurgists, nor can they even approach them. (DM 178, 8-16) 

Having situated his particularity into the circle of the whole, the 
theurgist was immune from particular threats in precisely the same 
way as the gods (cf. DM 201, 16-202, 2). In imitation of divine beings, 
the body of the theurgist became a vehicle through which the gods 
appeared to the physical world and through which he received their 
communion. 




19. Iamblichus refers to the ability of souls to intensify this presence when he says that 
continual prayer "renders the receptacle(s) of the soul far greater [for the communion] of 
the Gods" (DM238, 15-239, 1). 

20. For "mud" see DM 250, 17-251, 5; for "lotus" see 251,17-252, 12. 

21. I have been influenced on this point by S. Breton, "L'homme et Tame humaine," 23. 


22. Though this point shall be pursued later in arithmogonic terms, a suggestive ritual 
parallel existed in the example of the pharaoh (and his priest functionaries) in ancient 
Egyptian cult. He was, as Serge Sauneron says, "the guarantor of the universal balance"; see 
Sauneron, The Priests of Ancient Egypt, trans. Ann Morrisselt (New York: Grove, I960), 31. 
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The Descent 
of the Soul 

One must take into account the 
differences between the universal 
soul and our own . . . 


lamblichus's teachings on the soul were an essential correlate to his 
theurgical system,, yet to be understood properly they must be seen in 
the context of alternative developments in Platonic schools from the 
second to the fourth century c.e, lamblichus's emphasis on the descent 
of the soul was a response to what he perceived as unorthodox and 
dualistic forms of Platonism. The most significant in lamblichus's era 
was the Gnostics' reversal of the Platonic creation myth and their reinter¬ 
pretation of the Demiurge and World Soul. Though Gnostics drew their 
dramatis personae from Jewish myths, their cosmological framework 
was taken from Plato's Timaeus, and to some degree from the Phaedo and 
Phaedrus , For the Gnostics, creation was no longer the beneficent expres¬ 
sion of the Demiurge but the result of primal sin and error. The sensible 
world was a maleficent prison, and the orders of the heavens, which for 
Plato served as media for a return to the divine, were transformed into 
spiritual oppressors who held souls captive in matter. 1 This inverted 

1. Recent scholarship has shown that this anticosmic characterization of Gnosti¬ 
cism, while generally accurate, is not universally applicable. The tractate Marsanes (Nag 
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mythology may have been rooted in Jewish apocalypticism, but it came 
to influence Platonists of the third century. There were several gnos- 
ticizing Platonists in attendence at Plotinus's lectures, and the second- 
century Platonist, Numenius, had already explained the myth of the 
Timaeus in a manner similar to the Gnostics by asserting a secondary 
Demiurge who falls into Nature and whose longing for release is re¬ 
flected in the drama of human suffering. The Hermetic Poimandres is 
another example of a gnosticizing Platonism where creation is portrayed 
as the result of an error or fall. 

Hans Lewy contends that these remythologizings of the Timaeus 
were attempts to improve on a myth that failed to provide satisfactory 
answers to the problem of evil and human suffering. 2 The obvious 
appeal of Gnostic dualism was its dramatic clarity and the solution it 
offered through gnosis. Gnostics promised salvation to those who felt 
dominated by foreign and insensitive rulers, social as well as cosmic. 
Although Iamblichus never explicitly argues against the Gnostics, 3 his 
description of the soul, as well as his theurgical system, were surely 
influenced by the Platonic-Gnostic debate, particularly as it was taken 
up by lamblichus's predecessor Plotinus. Plotinus's arguments against 
the Gnostics, and the solutions he suggests for the problems of the 
embodied soul provide the appropriate context to evaluate lamblichus's 
position. 

In his Treatise Against the Gnostics 4 Plotinus charged that the Gnostics 
failed to differentiate between the ontological levels of the World Soul, 
which is a whole, and individual souls, which are parts. Contrasting the 


Hammadi Codices [NHC] 10, 1), for example, presents a monistic view of the cosmos fully 
in line with Plato's Timaeus . (see esp. Marsanes 5, 17-26). For a discussion of Marsanes and 
its relation to Platonism, see Birger Pearson, "Gnosticism as Platonism: With Special 
Reference to Marsanes (NHC 10, 1)," Harvard Theological Review 77, no. 1 (1984): 55-72. 
Pearson shows in this article that certain Gnostic ideas influenced and informed later 
Platonic thought (17). Cf. Pearson, "The Tractate Marsanes (NHC X) and the Pla¬ 
tonic Tradition," in Gnosis: Festschrift fur Hans Jonas , ed. Barbara Aland (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoech and Ruprecht, 1978), 373-84. Nevertheless, the Gnostics with whom 
Plotinus and Iamblichus were familiar were almost certainly dualists, possibly Sethian or 
Archontic Gnostics (see Plotinus , vol. 2, trans. by A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 264-65). 

2. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 
1978), 382; cf. Plotinus, Enn . II, 9, 6, 25-28. 

3. The only extant evidence of lamblichus's familiarity with the Gnostics is in his 
doxography of the descent of the soul in the De Anima . "According to the Gnostics," 
Iamblichus says, "the soul descends because of derangement ( paranoia ) or deviation 
(parekbasis )"; Stob . I, 375, 9. 

4. Enn . II, 9 is listed as thirty-third in the chronology of Plotinus's writings. 



The Descent of the Soul 

respected teachings of the Ancients (palaioi) 5 and Plato with those of the 
Gnostics, Plotinus says: 

They [the Gnostics] blame the soul for its association with the 
body and censure the director of this universe and identify its 
maker with the soul, and attribute to this universal soul the same 
affections as those which the souls in parts of the universe have 
[Enn. II, 9, 6, 59-63; trans. Armstrong]. . . . But to apply conclu¬ 
sions drawn from our soul to the Soul of the All is as if somebody 
were to take the tribe of potters or smiths in a well-ordered city 
and make them a reason for blaming the whole. But one must 
take into account the differences between the universal soul and 
ours, in its management of the body; it does not direct it in the 
same way, and is not bound to it. (Enn. II, 9, 7, 5-9) 

According to Plotinus, the Gnostics projected their psychological condi¬ 
tion on the cosmos and shifted the burden for their suffering to the 
Demiurge and his astral regents. In other words, they mistakenly took 
the "part," the particular soul, for the "whole," the World Soul. The 
cause for this, Plotinus argued, was the Gnostics' attempt to go beyond 
their capacities as individual souls and "set themselves up next to god" 
(Enn. Ik 9, 9, 48). This was nothing more than wishful thinking ( hosper 
oneirasi petesthai; Enn. II, 9, 9, 49), Plotinus said, and it diverted their 
souls from making the only possible ascent to the gods, realized not by 
rejecting the stars and World Soul but by imitating them as much as 
possible (Enn. II, 9, 18, 31-35). The cause for evil and the suffering of the 
soul did not come from the World Soul or its regents but from the 
inability of the individual soul to harmonize itself with the ordered move¬ 
ments of the whole. Plotinus says: "If any of the parts of the universe is 
moved according to its nature, the parts with whose nature the move¬ 
ment is not in accord suffer, but those wTiich are moved go on well, as 
parts of the whole; but the others are destroyed because they are not 
able to endure the order of the whole." 6 

Iamblichus would have agreed with Plotinus's distinction between uni¬ 
versal and individual souls. It was a position argued by Iamblichus 
himself—probably with some degree of irony—in his defense of theurgy 

5. It is interesting that Plotinus refers to the authority of the "Ancients" ( palaioi ) (Enn. II, 
9, 6) over against the new opinions of the Gnostics, for Iamblichus refers to the "Ancients" 
in the De Anima in contrast to the views of Numenius (and possibly Plotinus) (Stob. I, 458). 

6. Enn. II, 9, 9, 33-36. This is essentially the same argument that Iamblichus employs. 
Like Plotinus (II, 9, 9, 37-40), Iamblichus uses the analogy of a "dance" to account for evil, 
though in a slightly different manner (DM 56, 7-15). 
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against Plotinus's pupil. Porphyry. Yet the basis for Porphyry's reversal of 
this teaching probably lay in the thinking of Plotinus himself who, apart 
from his distaste for Gnostic views, had never found a satisfactory answer 
for the cause of human suffering and evil. 7 

In his treatise on the descent of souls into bodies ( Enn. IV, 8) Plotinus 
followed Platonic tradition by contrasting the somatic experience of par¬ 
tial souls (para meros ) (Enn. IV, 8, 7, 24), who move gradually from embod¬ 
ied confusion to tranquility, with the Soul of the All ( tou pantos; Enn. IV, 8, 
7,27), which is never distressed and remains in the divine world. Plotinus 
then admittedly diverged from Platonic doctrine: "And if one may be so 
bold as to express more clearly one's own conviction against the common 
opinion of others , even our soul has not sunk entirely, but there is always 
something of it in the Intelligible World." 8 In his later Enneads 9 Plotinus 
continued to maintain this opinion and denied that the soul completely 
descends into a body. Describing "descent" as an "illumination" he says: 


If the inclination ( neusis ) is an illumination (ellampsis ) to'what is 
below it is not a sin; what is illuminated is responsible, for if it did 


not exist the soul would have nowhere to illuminate. Thg soul is 
said to go down ( katabainein) or decline ( neuein ) in the sense that 
the thing which receives the light from it lives with it. (Enn. I, 1, 
12, 25-29; trans. Armstrong) 


Plotinus's position betrays the influence of the Gnostic myth of Sophia's 
fall, which he had condemned in his Treatise Against the Gnostics. There 
he says: "It [Sophia] did not come down itself, did not decline (me 
katelthein) but only illuminated the darkness (ellampsai monon to skoto) and 
so an image from it came into existence in matter" (Enn. II, 9, 10, 25-27; 
trans. Armstrong [modified]). The undescended soul of Plotinus exhibits 
the same traits and is described with the same metaphors as the Gnos¬ 
tics' Sophia. These similarities cannot prove that Plotinus's doctrine of 
the undescended soul was influenced by Gnostics, but Plotinus himself 
admitted that his view was unorthodox and it was condemned by nearly 
all post-Iamblichean Platonists. 


7. See E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (New York: Norton, 1965), 
24-26; R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London: Duckworth, 1972), 76-79. 

8. Em. IV, 8, 8, 1-4; cf. Enn. IV, 3, 12, 1-5 where Plotinus says that although the soul 
descends, its head remains above in heaven; cf. Enn. I, 1 where Plotinus portrays the 
higher soul as undescended. 

9. Following the accepted chronology, the treatise on the descent of souls is early in the 

Plotinus corpus, no. 6 of 54; Enn. IV, 3,12 is no. 27, and Enn. 1,1 is no. 53, next to the last in 
the corpus. 



The problem Plotinus was attempting to solve with his doctrine of the 
undescended soul was how to account for the soul's suffering and experi¬ 
ence of evil. His solution, that the soul never really descends into a body, 
proved unsatisfactory to anyone faced with the reality of suffering. Ac¬ 
cording to Iamblichus, the answer could be reached only by first under¬ 
standing the nature of the soul as embodied. After one gained a proper 
grasp of the soul's condition, its activities could be redirected into 
theurgic rites that transformed the passions of the soul into divine ac¬ 
tions. For Iamblichus the pain of embodiment was not dismissed but 
ritually transformed into an act of cosmogenesis. 

In strictly Platonic terms the novum for Plotinus was his view of the 
soul as undescended, which may have been influenced by his encounter 
with Gnostics; for Iamblichus it was ritual theurgy. Why Iamblichus felt 
that theurgy was more consonant with Platonic teachings may be made 
clearer against the following outline of Plotinus's debate with the Gnos¬ 
tics. The three positions on the suffering of the embodied soul represent 
the views of (1) the Gnostics, (2) Plotinus's counterposition, and (3) 
Plotinus's later views on the soul: 

1. Gnostics (as described in Ennead II, 9) 

(a) The suffering of individual souls is due to the fall of the World 
Soul 

(b) Individual souls (collectively) = the World Soul 

2. Plotinus (A) (against the Gnostics) 

(a) The suffering of individual souls is not due to the fall of the 
World Soul because the World Soul cannot fall [Enn. II, 9, 7, 9- 
19]. The relation of individual souls to their bodies includes a 
temporary period of suffering and confusion [Enn. II, 9, 7ff.], 
which can be overcome by education and an increasing mimesis 
of the gods [Enn. 0, 9,18, 32-35]. 

(b) The World Soul is not equal to the sum of individual souls [Enn. 
II, 9, 8, 36-39]. 

3. Plotinus (B) 

(a) The World Soul does not fall and neither do individual souls. 
The suffering of individual souls, therefore, is merely the suffer¬ 
ing of their "images"; in truth, individual souls remain above, at 
the level of the World Soul. 

(b) The World Soul = unfallen individual souls. 

Iamblichus believed that the Gnostics and Plotinus (B) erred by confus¬ 
ing ontological levels. To account for the experience of suffering, the 
Gnostics confused the part with the whole and interpreted the condition 
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of the World Soul as if it were an individual soul. Plotinus (B) erred no 
less, but in the opposite way: he raised the part (the individual soul) to 
r the level of the whole (the World Soul), perpetually unfallen. In contrast, 
theurgy may be seen to be in agreement with the principles of Plotinus 
(A). For Iamblichus, the problem of human suffering had to be solved 
without changing the ontological status of the soul. 

Iamblichus's view of the embodied soul was influenced by the Pythago¬ 
rean principle of the "meanExplaining this principle in mathematic 
terms Iamblichus says: "If the Many is conceived as a triad and that 
opposed to the Many is conceived as a monad, the dyad would be a 
borderland between them. Therefore, the dyad possesses the characteristics of 
both/' 10 Iamblichus held that every realm of being followed this law and 
Proclus applied Iamblichus's principle of the "mean" to the nous and soul 
in Timaeus 37e, saying "he (Iamblichus) takes issue with those who con¬ 
nect the soul directly with the Absolute Intelligence (for the transition 
from the transcendent to the participating should not be immediate, but 
there should be as media those essences which are combined with things 
that participate)." 11 Following the law of the mean, every hypostasis had 
three expressions: (1) unparticipated (to amethekton ); (2) participated (to 
metechomenon); and (3) participating (to metechbri), at every level of the 
cosmos. 12 In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus used a threefold distinction of 
souls according to wholes and parts: 

The conflict of views in the issue at hand may easily be solved by 
demonstrating the transcendence of wholes with respect to parts 
and by recalling the exempt transcendence of the Gods with re¬ 
spect to men. For example, I mean that the entire corporeal world 
is ruled by [a] the World Soul , and that the celestial body is pre- 

10. Theologoumena Arithrneiicae 10, 9-11. Text: oxi vooi^evou jr)a)0o'ug xcxxa x£iot6a xoa3 
6 lxvTi0en.evou xq) jiXr\0Ei xaxa xfjv |xova6cx jjtExai^^iov f| 6uaq av efty 6ia xcrOxo xal td 
dfjupoxeoajv (.Suojiaxa aua exei. 

11. Proclus, In Platonis Timaern Commentari (In. Tim.) Ill, frag. 60, 4-7, Dillon, trans., 
lamblichi Chalcidensis 170-71; cf. frag. 54, 6-8,162-63. 

12. Cf. In. Tim. Ill, frag. 54, 6-7, Dillon, trans. lamblichi Chalcidensis, 33, 162-63, 335-36; 
Iamblichus also employs the principle of mediation to explain the Aristotelian categories 
poienfpaschein . In opposition to Plotinus, who attributes to agent and patient "the same 
substance" (ten auten ousian) but viewed "agentially" or "patiently," Iamblichus says: "the 
motion of the agent and the patient is distinguished as something intermediate between 
the two and which proceeds from the agent and produces an effect in the patient." See 
Simplicius, In Aristotelis Categorias Commentarium, in Commentaria in Aristotolem Graeca (AG), 
ed. C. Kalbfleisch, 8:303, 27-29 (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1907). Cf. Stephen Gersh, From 
Iamblichus to Eruigena: An Investigation of the Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian 
Tradition (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 43-44, 90-91. 
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sided over by [b] the Celestial Gods , nor is there injury in their 
reception nor impediment to their intellection; on the other hand, 
both these ills exist for [c] the individual soul in communion with a 
body. (DM 200, 1-10) 

Iamblichus's celestial gods (souls) mediate between the World Soul and 
individual souls. Like the dyad in the mathematical example, celestial 
gods are the "borderland" ( metaichmion ) between the exempt wholeness 
and unity of the World Soul and the multiplicity and division of individual 
souls. Celestial souls possess the characteristics of their extremes: like the 
World Soul they exist in noetic perfection, never departing from their pure 
condition, but like individual souls, they each possess a single and mov¬ 
ing body. 

Iamblichus believed that the perfection of an individual soul occurred 
only through its return to the celestial orders, and through them, to the 
Demiurge (Cf. DM 292, 5-18). This was an elaboration of the Platonic 
teaching that the ratios of the embodied soul, twisted at birth, were 
identical to the ratios revealed in the heavens (Tim. 90cd). Indeed, what 
distinguished the theurgical Platonism of Iamblichus from the "exalted 
soul" Platonism of Plotinus were their interpretations of how the soul 
attained its celestial identity. Unlike Plotinus, Iamblichus maintained a 
need fbr mediation and a triadic distinction of souls, as seen in his 
description of their appearances in rites of divination: 

■ ■». 

[I]f the soul is universal and does not belong to any particular 
species, it appears as a formless fire revealing—through the 
whole world—the total, one, indivisible, and formless Soul of the 
World. But a purified soul [i.e., like the stars] exhibits a fiery form 
and a pure unmingled fire, its inner light and form appear to be 
pure and stable, and it follows in the company of its anagogic 
Leader, rejoicing in his good will while revealing its own rank 
through its activities. But the soul which verges downward drags 
with it the signs of bonds and punishments, is weighed down 
with the conflicts of material spirits, is possessed by irregular 
troubles of matter, and appears to have placed before itself the 
authority of generative Daimones. 

The mediating entities in this schema are described as purified souls 
instead of celestial. Since theurgists were able to attain the spherical 
purity of the celestial gods while still living a mortal life (Cf. DM 41, 4- 
11), their souls, qua theurgic, were equal to these divinities. According to 
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Iamblichus they were "seated in the order of the angels/' 13 and their 
appearance provided corporeal souls with "sacred hope" (DM 83, 4-5) 
to attain salvation. The angelic soul of the theurgist was the functional 
equivalent of Plotinus's undescended soul, yet the realization of this 
divine status was explained by the two Platonists in strongly contrasting 
terms. For Iamblichus, the theurgist attained this rank through ritual 
practices and a demiurgic assimilation of all the powers that he encoun¬ 
tered in embodiment. For Plotinus, it was less an assimilation of cosmic 
powers than a realization that the soul, as undescended, somehow 
never really encountered them. 

This admittedly portrays a distorted picture of Plotinus's view of the 
soul and its relation with the Nous. We should remember that Iamblichus's 
portrayal of Plotinus's views was polemical. While it is true that Plotinus 
does speak of the soul as undescended and as possessing a continued 
contact with the Nous , he also says that Nous transcends the soul's discur¬ 
sive awareness (E nn. V, 3, 3, 22-28). "The Nous/' he says, "is ours and not 
ours" (Enn, V, 3, 3, 27-28), so there is a tension in Plotinus's position that 
Iamblichus does not sufficiently take into account. ?. 

For both Plotinus and Iamblichus, the background to their views on 
the soul's apotheosis was the Phaedrus (246-48) where Plato describes 
the celestial circuit of the gods and the vain effort of human souls to 
imitate them. Due to the unruly character of one of his steeds the chario¬ 
teer of the soul cannot follow the gods and falls into a body. Since 
Plotinus denied that this fall was complete, he had to explain why the 
soul identifies with the body if—as he also maintained—evil only occurs 
to the soul through its association with the body (Enn. I, 8, 15,12-21). 
Iamblichus criticized Plotinus's position and the contradiction it posed 
with regard to the soul's experience of suffering. Proclus reports: 

The divine Iamblichus is quite correct, therefore, in attacking 
those who hold this opinion [that there is something of the soul 
which does not fall], for what element in us is it that sins when 
the unreasoning principle in us is stirred, and we chase after a 
lawless notion? Is it not our free will (prohairesis)? And how would 
it not be this? For it is by reason of this that we differ from those 
beings that follow impressions without reflection. If the free will 
sins, then how would the soul remain sinless? . . . And what is 
the Charioteer of the soul? Is it not the noblest, and, one might 
say, consummate part of us? And how can we avoid this conclu- 

13. DM 83, 3; cf. DM 69, 9-12; Proclus, In Platonis Rempublicam Commentaria (In Remp.) 2 
vols„ ed. G. Kroll (Leipzig, 1903-6), 2:154.17-19. 
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sion, if indeed this is what directs our whole being and with its 
own head views the supracelestial sphere and is assimilated to the 
"great leader" of the gods, who "drives a winged chariot" and 
"journeys through the heaven as a first" charioteer? And if the 
charioteer is the highest element in us, and he, as is said in the 
Phaedrus , sometimes is carried up aloft and raises "his head into 
the region outside," while at other times he descends and (fills his 
pair) with lameness and moulting, it plainly follows that the highest 
element in us experiences different states at different times. 14 

The agent of the soul's descent was prohairesis, its "free will," "choice," 
or "disposition." 15 In his letter on fate Iamblichus again used this term to 
account for different conditions in human life: "Why, you ask, are goods 
undeservedly distributed? Rather, to begin with, is it not impious even 
to ask this? For the goods of life do not depend on anything else but on 
man himself and on man's choice (hairesis), and the most important 
goods are determined by free-will (prohairesis) alone." 16 For Iamblichus 
prohairesis was neutral. It verged to what was better or worse and its 
choices were a reflection of the character of the soul. In some sense the 
soul was its prohairesis , at least with respect to its spiritual condition, 17 
and if its prohairesis determined the quality of its life, then for the soul to 
change—for better or worse—it had to change its prohairesis. This is why 
Iamblichus says that theurgy did not act through the intellect but 
through one's entire character to allow the soul to exchange one life for 
another, to sacrifice its mortal life for the life of a god. 18 Theurgy trans¬ 
formed the soul's prohairesis by conforming it to the divine actions com¬ 
municated in theurgic symbols: the sacred stones, plants, animals, 
prayers (DM 48, 5-6), and names (DM 255, 4-15; 157, 13-16) that "pre¬ 
serve the will of the gods" (cf. DM 209, 14-17). 


14. In Tim. IV, frag. 87, Dillon, trans., lamblich: Chalcidensis, 198-201. 

15. For the uses of this term by Neoplatonists, see John M. Rist, ''Prohairesis: Proclus, 
Plotinus et alii/' in Entretiens sur Vantiquite classique, vol. 21: De famblique d Produs (hereafter 
Entretiens), 103-22 (Geneva: Fondation Hardt, 1975). 

16. Stob. II, 175,17-21. Iamblichus's position simply follows standard Platonic doctrine; 
cf. Rep. 617e. 

17. Cf. Rist, "Prohairesis," 104. 

18. See DM 270, 17-19. Plotinus also speaks of the exchange of one life for another, 
though for Plotinus it is the exchange of the fallen for the unfallen soul. Plotinus calls the 
former the inferior companion of the higher soul. See Enn . I, 2, 6. 
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Soul as 
Mediator 


The existence of souls is loivest, 
deficient , and imperfect . . . 


In the De Amnia 1 Iamblichus outlined his differences with Plotinus on 
the doctrine of the soul and developed his own position in more detail. 
Although the treatise is valuable as a doxography of the philosophical 
schools of antiquity, Iamblichus's own position is evident, and the ratio¬ 
nale for his psychology lends support to his adoption of theurgy as the 
praxis necessary for the embodied soul. 

The first part of the treatise discusses the essence (ousia) of the soul 
and the philosophers who define it as incorporeal, including those who 
equate the soul with all other incorporeals. Iamblichus says: 

There are some who maintain that all parts of this incorporeal 
substance are alike and one and the same, so that the whole exists 
in any part of it. They even place in the individual soul the Intelli- 


1 See A, J. Festugiere's translation and commentary, "Traite de Tame/' la Rev. 3:177- 
264. Compare B. D. Larsen's discussion of this treatise, B. D. Larsen, Jamblique de Chalcis: 
Exegete et phihsophe (Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 197-213. Larsen argues that 
Iamblichus makes use of Aristotelian methods to pursue Platonic themes. By drawing 
parallels with Iamblichus's other writings Larsen demonstrates how Iamblichus's philo¬ 
sophic positions support theurgy. 



gible World, the Gods, the Daimones, the Good, and all races 
superior to the soul; and in each soul they contend that all these 
exist in the same way, though for each in a manner appropriate to 
its essence. Holding this opinion without question is Numenius, 
and Plotinus agrees with it, though not entirely, Amelius vacil¬ 
lates towards it, and Porphyry is in doubt about it, sometimes he 
earnestly rejects it and sometimes he follows it completely as 
having been handed down from on high. According to this view, 
the soul, considering its entire essence, is in no way different 
from the Nous, the Gods, or the Superior Races. ( Stob . I, 365, 7-21) 

According to Iamblichus this view failed to make distinctions within 
the incorporeal realm itself, so that from the human soul to the Good all 
incorporeals were considered as more or less equivalent. In contrast 
Iamblichus drew clear distinctions between ontological levels of the in¬ 
corporeal realm. 2 He says: 

The doctrine opposed to this, however, makes the soul a separate 
entity, inasmuch as it is generated second after the Nous as a 
different hypostasis, and that part of it which is noetic is ex¬ 
plained as being dependent on the Nous along with the power of 
Subsisting independently on its own, and it separates the soul 
. also from all the classes of being superior to itself and assigns to it, 
’as the particular definition of its essence, either [1] the mean 
between the divisible and indivisible, the corporeal and the incor¬ 
poreal beings, or [2] the totality of the universal logoi, or [3] that 
which, after the Forms, is at the service of the work of creation, or 
[4] that Life which has Life of itself, which proceeds from the 
Nous , or [5] again the procession of the classes of Real Being as a 
whole to an inferior status. Indeed, Plato himself, Pythagoras, 
Aristotle, and all of the Ancients whose great names are praised 
for wisdom, were absolutely convinced of these doctrines (as any-, 
one would discover if he were to study their teachings with care). 
And truthfully, we will attempt to construct our entire treatise 
around these teachings. 3 

Iamblichus defined the essence of the human soul with characteristics 
that describe its function as mediator between irreconcilable extremes 

2. Cf. DM 50, 6 where Iamblichus says that it would be out of place to put such things 
as "time/'' a "line," and "god" in the same genus simply because they are "incorp° rea ^" 

3. Stob . I 365, 22-366, 11, in lamblichi Chalcidensis, trans. Dillon (modified slightly), 42. 
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{Tim. 34c-36e). In the Timaeus it is through the mathematical mediation 
of soul that the indivisible appears as ordered divisions of the cosmos. 
The human souTs essence, therefore, lay precisely in its mediating role, 
and Iamblichus's strict adherence to this teaching led him into paradoxes 
that were resolved only in theurgic ritual. If mediation defines the es¬ 
sence of the soul as Iamblichus believed, it is clear why he did not 
identify soul with Nous as Plotinus did, for Nous is entirely free of the 
'Tower'' end of the oppositions mediated by the soul. Consequently, for 
Iamblichus, the deification of the soul could not be effected by introspec¬ 
tion because the embodied soul had no immediate access to the divine. 
In light of this, Iamblichus developed a soteriological practice that by its 
very name, theourgia, defines not what the soul does, but what gods do 
through the soul. 

Iamblichus's De Anima was clearly influenced by the language and the 
method of Aristotle; its significance, however, remained Platonic. Like 
most Neoplatonists, with the exception of Plotinus, Iamblichus believed 
that Aristotle's teachings were entirely harmonious (sumphonos) with 
Plato's. 4 Iamblichus even integrated Aristotle's seemingly unplatonic 
view of the soul as entelecheia of the body into his theurgical Platonism. 
In his commentary on the Alcibiades Iamblichus employed the Aristote¬ 
lian distinction of ousia, dunamis, energeia but transformed it into an 
emanative triad typical of later Neoplatonism. 5 Having explained that 
the essences ( huparxeis ) of daimons and the superior races were ex¬ 
tremely difficult to grasp Iamblichus says: 

»— 

[Ejven the essence (ousia) of the [human] soul is not easily per¬ 
ceptible to everyone. (Only) the Timaeus at any rate has given a 
full revelation of its essence . . . but to make clear the powers 
(dunameis) of Daimons is easy enough. We attain to a perception 
of them through their activities (energeiai) of which the powers 
are the immediate mothers; for a power is a median between an 
essence and an activity, put forth from the essence on the one 
hand, and itself generating the activity on the other. 6 

4. See H. J. Blumenthal, "Neoplatonic Elements in the De Anima Commentaries" 
Phronesis 21, no. 1 (1976): 64-87. 

5. The Aristotelian dictum that essences are known by their activities (De Anima 146, 21) 
had precedents in the Platonic dialogues (Rep. 477c; Soph. 247e), a point that was certainly 
not overlooked by the later Neoplatonists. See P. Shorey, "Simplicius de Anima 146, 21," 
Classical Philology 17 (1922): 143-44; cf. Stephen Gersh, From Iamblichus to Eriugena: An 
Investigation of the Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1978), 32-45. 

6. In Alcib., frag. 4, 9-16, Dillon, trans,, lamblichi Chalcidensis , 74-75. 
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Using this method to differentiate species of "soul" by reference to 
their activities, Iamblichus placed human souls near the bottom of the 
psychic hierarchy and maintained that their actions revealed their onto¬ 
logical rank. This was in opposition, he says, to the opinion of the Stoics, 
Plotinus, and Amelius who did not distinguish between the acts of par¬ 
ticular souls and the acts of the World Soul ( Stob. I, 372, 7-14). Thus 
Iamblichus says: 

There may be another opinion which may not be rejected, one 
which, according to classes and kinds of souls, distinguishes be¬ 
tween the perfect acts of universal souls, the pure and immaterial 
acts of divine souls, the efficacious acts of daimonic souls, the 
great acts of heroic souls, and the mortal acts performed by ani¬ 
mals and men. 7 

What distinguished embodied souls was the separation of their ousiai and 
energeiai , a hypostatic rupture that condemned them to mortality and 
separated them from the gods. Theurgy was able to bridge this gap by 
uniting the energeia of mortals with the energeia of the gods. Iamblichus 
explained that each soul began its corporeal life in a fallen and separated 
state due to the weakened consistency of human souls portrayed by Plato 
in his metaphor of the demiurgic mixing bowl (Tim. 41d). Although every 
human soul carried the divine ratios (logoi) established by the Demiurge, 
its "measures of coherence" (metra tes sunoches) 8 were no longer uniformly 
preserved but were broken apart into divisions of time. Following a sug¬ 
gestion by Proclus, Dillon says that Iamblichus conceived the hierarchy of 
souls according to their respective allotments of the elements "essence" 
(ousia), "sameness" (tautotes), and "otherness" ( heterotes ). The distribu¬ 
tion of these three elements, respectively, determined the rank of all souls: 
divine, daimonic, and human, with human souls carrying the greatest 
proportion of "otherness." 9 Iamblichus believed that inattention to this 

7. Stob. I, 372, 15-20. This passage employs the fourfold hierarchy typical to the De 
Mysteriis: 

Agent Activity 

1. Universal Souls perfect 

Divine Souls pure and immaterial 

2. Daimons efficacious 

3. Heroes great 

4. Human mortal 

8. Tim, 41d and In Tim., frag. 82, Dillon, trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis, 194-95. 

9. Dillon, trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis, 378, See also Jean Trouillard, La Mystagogie de 
Proclos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 213. 
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passage of the Timaeus (41 d) caused Plotinus and Amelius to miss impor¬ 
tant distinctions among souls (Stob. I, 372, 23-26). Outlining his own 
position Iamblichus says: 

Others make a more prudent distinction and insist that the differ¬ 
ent essences of the soul continually proceed according to a down¬ 
ward sequence of primary, secondary, and tertiary processions— 
such as one would expect of those who discuss these matters with 
arguments which are unfamiliar but unshakeable. They say that 
the operations of universal, divine, and immaterial souls are com¬ 
pletely realized in their essences, but they will by no means agree 
that individual souls, confined as they are to one single form and 
divided out among bodies, are immediately identical with their 
acts. 10 

Like all entities in tertiary procession from the Demiurge, the acts of 
embodied souls were separated from their essences and completed only 
within the cycles of generation. Iamblichus says: "In accord with the 
opinion just espoused the acts of those souls which are self-perfect, 
uniform, and independent of matter are naturally connected to their 
powers (dunameis), but the acts of imperfect souls, who are divided 
among parts of the earth, are like plants producing fruit" (Stob. I, 373, 
10-15). The "plant" in which the soul's actions were brought to fruition 
was the human body which gradually manifested the powers of the 
soul. As Andrew Smith puts it, "the manifestation of the soul in a body 
is the activity of the soul." 11 

Since the body reflected the activity of the soul, it also indicated the 
kind of soul that animated it. 12 The bodies of celestial souls, for example, 
were perfectly receptive to their lords and revealed them by their circular 
activity. 13 These were the self-perfect souls (autoteleis) whose actions 
were realized within their essences. Their arche and telos were simulta¬ 
neous. The activity/manifestation of the embodied soul, however, lacked 
the capacity to receive the powers of the soul at once; they had to be 
developed over time as the soul gradually bore the fruit of its different 
psychic powers. Iamblichus describes this progressive animation: 

10. Stob. I, 372, 26-373, 8. Cf. Dillon's translation, lamblichi Chalcidensis, 44. 

11. Smith, Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplato¬ 
nism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 14. 

12. Following the principle that matter was the index of the spiritual state of the soul. 

13. As Aristotle puts it: "for the body whose motion is circular, the place where it ends 
is also the place where it begins" (De Caelo 279b, 4-5). 



The powers of the soul and its modes of being are several, and 
following a measured chronology in which the developing body 
is appropriately disposed from one period of time to the next, it 
participates first in a vegetative life, then in sensation, next in an 
appetitive life, then it participates in the rational soul, and finally in 
the intellectual soul. (Stob. I, 381, 7-13) 

Although the activity of the soul-as-body revealed the soul's essence 
and powers, it did not define them. Iamblichus emphasized this point in 
response to Porphyry's questions on the characteristics (idiomata) of di¬ 
vine races. In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus argued that if one defines the 
gods or higher races by the receptacles (bodies) that manifest them the 
ontological hierarchy would be turned upside down (DM 10, 12-11, 2). 
The energeiai reveal but do not define the identity of a god: 

For if activities and movements were constitutive of essences they 
would determine the differences between them. But if, on the 
contrary, essences generate activities, these essences, being prior 
to and separate from the effects of the activities, would bestow to 
movements, activities, and their accidents that which defines 
them. (DM 13,13-14, 1) 


AparPfrom turning the ontological order upside down, defining es¬ 
sences by their activities would place the defining characteristics of incor- 
poreals in their material vehicles, and nothing would distinguish one 
incorporeal from another apart from its material expression. Iamblichus 
implies that both Plotinus and Porphyry held this view so that, as an 
ironic correlate to their monopsychist tendencies, they were forced to 
accept Aristotle's metaphysical position that matter was principium 
individuationis . 14 

Iamblichus considered this a gross misunderstanding and misapplica¬ 
tion of the ousia-dunamis-energeia method: 


14. This problem reflects the difficulty of integrating the transcendental psychology of 
Plato with Aristotle's physics and descriptions of the embodied soul. The Neoplatonists' 
juxtaposition of Aristotle's technical virtuosity with Plato's teachings pitted the evocative 
but imprecise imagery of Plato against Aristotle's more articulate physics. This may have 
caused Platonists to embrace certain Gnostic positions that put a breach between physics 
and metaphysics, materiality and spirituality. It was precisely this kind of bifurcation that 
Iamblichus saw in Plotinus's and Porphyry's metaphysics and that he criticized philosophi¬ 
cally and sought to correct theurgicaily. 
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To make bodies principles in determining the specific properties 
of their own first causes seems terribly out of place (DM 23, 16- 
24, 1). . . . This argument makes bodies superior to divine races, 
since they would provide superior causes with their foundation 
and would impart to them their essential characteristics. (DM 24, 
15-18) 

Iamblichus argued that each divine genre defined itself, and its activity 
neither exhausted nor determined it. What distinguished divine races 
was not their material manifestation but their priority and independence 
with respect to one another: 

If you conceive the unique characteristic [of each divine genre] to 
be a certain simple state defined in itself as in prior and posterior 
orders which change entirely and essentially in each genre, this 
conception of characteristics would be reasonable (DM 11, 2- 
6). . . . Those of them which are prior are independent of those 
which are inferior. (DM 14, 11-12) 

In effect, Iamblichus distinguished divine entities following Aristotle's 
distinction of Plato's Ideal Numbers and his own Unmoved Movers. 15 
According to Aristotle, each was a species unto itself, not under a com¬ 
mon genus, and not to be synthesized or combined. 16 Following this 
mathematical model, Iamblichus tells Porphyry that the correct way to 
conceive the relations between divine orders is by following a propor¬ 
tional method: "Anyone using proportional methods to determine the 
analogous sameness in the genres under consideration, i.e., to the many 


15. See Philip Merlan's classic treatment of this topic, "Aristotle's Unmoved Movers," 
Tradition (1946): 1-30, 

16, The term used by Aristotle is asumbletoi, "incombinable," "incomparable" (Meta. 
1080a, 29) to describe numbers in themselves, prior to their being considered in relation 
to one another. See Aristotle's Metaphysics , 2 vols., text and commentary by W. D. Ross 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), liii and 2:426-27. Merlan argues convincingly that Aris¬ 
totle identified these "monads" with his unmoved movers and that these were later 
identified by Saint Thomas with "angels" (9-10). For Thomas's angelology and its back¬ 
ground, see Etienne Gilson, The Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. Edward Bullough, 
ed. G. A. Erlington (New York: Dorset Press, 1948), 175-77. The equation of Platonic 
divine numbers with the angels of medieval Christianity was probably the result of the 
arithmogonic and theurgic speculations of later Neoplatonists passed on to the West by 
Muslim philosophers such as Avicenna. In the Theologoumena Arithmeticae Iamblichus 
describes numbers in their "incombinable" essences, as monadic "gods." In the De 
Communi Mathematica Scientia the mathematic expressions of these monads are discussed 
in their "relations." Since lamblichus's daimons, angels, and heroes bore the signatures 
of their presiding deities, the relations of their orders were understood on analogy with 
the principles they expressed and obeyed. 
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races among the Gods and in turn to the races among Daintones, Heroes, 
and finally Souls, will be able to determine their defining characteristics" 
(DM 14,15-20). 

In lamblichus's estimation, the human soul was unique because of its 
radical self-division. Unlike divine souls, the human soul was bound to 
the generative cycles of its body, yet it projected for itself the mortal life 
that bound it. Therefore, although the material body defined the soul's 
characteristics, it did so by proxy, given by the soul when it descended 
into a body. In each of its incarnations, Iamblichus says the soul projects 
immortal logoi from itself in its descent, and these in turn were combined 
with mortal lives acquired from the cosmos. 17 Thus, each incarnation 
produced an entirely new identity. 

As a mean between divine and mortal realms the Iamblichean soul 
had the unique distinction of being both mortal and immortal. This has 
led to many difficulties in making sense of lamblichus's psychology, for 
depending on the context being discussed the soul could be described 
with opposite characteristics relative to what it is being compared. Refer¬ 
ring to this problem Iamblichus says: "someone might say the soul in 
bodies is divisible with regard to Nous, not because it is only divisible but 
because compared to the Nows it appears to be so, whereas with regard 
to the divisible essence it appears indivisible." 18 

Although all genres of soul mediated, certain souls did so in a more 
unified manner than others. The human soul, as we have seen, carried a 
greater degree of heterotes and therefore suffered a separation unexperi¬ 
enced by other souls. Only in the case of the human soul did its "other¬ 
ness" (heterotes) bring about a separation in its essence, 19 for only in the 
case of a human soul did its manifestation produce a mortal vehicle. 
Consequently, the human soul was the lowest of all divine hypostases 
for below it (e.g., animals and plants) there was no independent or 
sustained identity. 20 


17. See lamblichus's description of this process in Simplicius, In Aristotelis Categorias 
Commentarium , in CAG, ed. C. Kaibfleisch (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1907), 8:376, 26-377, 4; cf. 
DM 25, 8-13; 59, 1-8. 

18. S. Sambursky, The Concept of Time in Late Neoplatonism , texts and translation (Jerusa¬ 
lem: Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1971), 44, 21-26 (translation modified). 

19. Cf. Simplicius (Priscianus?), In Libros Aristotelis de Anima Commentaris , in CAG, ed. 
M. Hayduck (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1882), 11-241, 2-20. It is significant that of all the 
Neoplatonic interpreters of the Parmenides, only Iamblichus assigns soul to the fourth 
hypothesis, putting it under the sway of the "other." See Dillon, trans., Iamblichi 
Chalcidensis, 387-89; see also Proclus, Theologieplatonidentic (Th. P/.), 5 vols., trans. and ed. 
H. D. Saffrey and L. G. Westerink (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1968-87), l:lxxv-lxxxix. 

20. The technical term to describe the "self-subsistence" or "self-constitution" of the 
human soul is authupostaton, which Iamblichus coined in his treatise on fate (Stab. II, 174, 
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The diminished status of the human soul is clearly drawn out in the De 
Mysteriis where Iamblichus compares the properties of the highest and 
lowest classes of souls, that is, the souls of gods and souls of humans, 21 
by referring to the ousia-dunamis-energeia triad in each class. His distinc¬ 
tions are as follows: 22 


The Gods 

ousia: The gods' existence is highest, transcendent, and perfect. (DM 21, 
1 - 2 ) 

dunumis: The gods have the power to do all things at once, uniformly, and 
in an instant. (DM 21, 3) 

energeia: The gods generate and govern all things without inclining to 
them. (DM 21, 5) 

Humans 

ousia: The existence of souls is lowest, deficient, and imperfect. (DM 21, 2) 

dunamis: Human souls do not have the power to do all things, neither at 
one time, nor in an instant, nor uniformly. (DM 21, 4) 

energeia: Souls have the nature to incline and turn toward what they 
generate and govern . (DM 21, 6-7). 

Iamblichus also includes the following distinctions. The gods 


22); cf. also R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London: Duckworth, 1972), 129; John Whittaker, 
“The Historical. Background of Proclus's Doctrine of the AUTHUPOSTATA," in Entretiens, 
193-237. 

21. The "gods" described as one of the "extremes" in Iamblichus's fourfold hierarchy 
are the neoi theoi of the Timaeus (41a) and thus part of the creative work of the Demiurge. As 
such they would be "cosmic gods," but for Iamblichus these encosmic deities were them¬ 
selves the vehicles through which the "supracosmic gods" (huperkosmikoi theoi) revealed 
themselves. (Cf. DM 271, 10-12 for their distinction; DM 59, 15-60, 8 for their connection.) 
Like most Neoplatonists, Iamblichus's use of terms such as theos or psuche was not entirely 
consistent. Plotinus, for example called the human soul the "last god" ( Enti . IV, 8, 5, 25), I 
and Hierocles referred to human souls as "mortal gods" ( thnetoi theoi); Hierocles in Aureum 
Pythagoreorum Carmen Commentarius, ed. F. G. Koehler (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1974), 9, 8. In 
his explanation of the terminology of the "middle genres" Hierocles said that "Daimons," 
"Heroes," and "Angels" were interchangeable terms depending on the author and the 
context (Car. Aur . 19, 9-27). 

22. I have followed the outline of H. D. Saffrey, "Plan des livres I et II du 'de Mysteriis' 
de Jamblique," in Zetesis Album Amicorum, ed. E. de Strycker (Antwerp: De Nederlandsche 
Boekhandel, 1973), 281-95. 



Soul as Mediator 

(a) are the cause of all things (DM 21, 8) 

(b) already embrace perfection (DM 21, 10-11) 

(c) are superior to every measure and form (DM 21, 4-5) 

Humans 

(a) are suspended from a cause (DM 21, 8-9) 

(b) move from imperfect to perfect. (DM 21, 12-13) 

(c) are conquered by inclination, habit, and tendency, and take their 
form from the measures of secondary orders. (DM 21, 18-19) 

Iamblichus said that the existence of daimons and heroes between 
these extremes ensured an unbroken continuity between the gods and 
man. While gods and human souls were distinguished bv unity and 
multiplicity respectively, 23 daimons were "multiplied in unity" (hem 
plethuomenon ; DM 19, 12-13), and heroes, while more manifestly di¬ 
vided, still preserved uniformity and continuity in their divisions and 
motions (DM 19,15-20, 2). Although gods and humans had no character¬ 
istics in common, the mediation of daimons and heroes provided com¬ 
munion with the gods. Later in the De Mysteriis , perhaps in response to 
Porphyry's terminology (DM 70, 10-12), Iamblichus adds two classes of 
"angelic" souls between the gods and daimons and two classes of 
"archontic" souls between heroes and human souls resulting in the fol¬ 
lowing stratification: 

1. gods 

2. archangels 

3. angels 

4. daimons 

5. heroes 

6. archons (sublunary) 

7. archons (material) 

8. human souls 24 

Unlike the system of Plotinus, where the soul could transcend its 
hypostasis and attain union with the One, Iamblichus fixed the soul in 
its ontological rank. He allowed it to rise higher than its given class but 


23. The gods are henomenon (DM 18, 7) and humans are eis plethos (DM 18, 15). 

24. Cf. DM70, 18-71,18. For a discussion of these added distinctions see Dillon, trans., 
lamblichi Chalddensis , 50-52. 
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only through the benevolent will of the gods; regardless of its degree of 
ascent the soul remained distinctly soul: 

The soul is attached to the Gods with other harmonies of essences 
and powers than those by which Daimones and Heroes are joined 
to them. And though it possesses an eternity of life and activity 
similar to, but in a less degree than Daimones and Heroes, due to 
the good will of the Gods and the illumination of light imparted 
by them the soul often is elevated higher and is lifted up to a 
greater order, the angelic. Indeed, then it no longer remains 
within the limits of "sou 1/' but the whole of it is perfected into an 
angelic soul and an immaculate life. Whence indeed, it seems 
(i dokein ) that the soul comprehends in itself all manner of essences, 
activities, ratios, and ideas of every kind. But if it is necessary to 
speak the truth , the soul is always limited according to one certain class, 
but by joining itself to its ruling causes it is sometimes aligned with one 
group , sometimes with another (DM 69, 5-19) 

Iamblichus almost allows the soul to embrace all the higher essences like 
the Plotinian soul. This, however, would give it the characteristics of a 
god, not a soul (DM 28, 18-20); what separated Iamblichus from Plotinus 
in this regard was his cautionary dokei and subsequent explanation. 

Each class of soul defined its own activity (Cf. DM 11, 2-6; 12, 6-14) 
and therefore determined the receptacle through which its capacities 
were expressed. The manifestation of a $oul-as-body was itself an activ¬ 
ity of the soul, and therefore the kind of body that a soul animated 
indicated its class. These classes, Iamblichus says, do not change. 25 As 
lowest of divine beings, the human soul had an unstable and mortal 
vehicle that alienated it from its own divinity. In embodiment, the soul 
literally became other to itself. 


25. It should be noted that, for Iamblichus, although human souls cannot rise above 
their rank neither can they fail below it. As Dillon puts it: "Man was not to be ranked with 
the gods and angels, but he was not down among the pigs and wolves either" (lamblichi 
Chalcidensis, 45-46). According to Dillon, Nemesius reported that Iamblichus denied that 
the soul transmigrated into animals. 




The 

Constraints of 
Embodiment 

The soul possesses a double life. 


Aristotle's conception of the soul as entelecheia of the body may well have 
influenced Iamblichus more than his Platonic predecessors; the limits of 
the soul as conceived by Iamblichus were the limits of its mortal body. 
Yet despite this, Iamblichus did not limit the soul's existence to its corpo¬ 
real form, and in the De Anima he says that sometimes the soul is not in a 
body: "The soul, of itself, possesses its own actions which, freed from 
the composite life [soul-as-body] and self-contained, activate the essen¬ 
tial powers of the soul: ent husias ms (enthusiasmoi), immaterial intuitions 
(ahul(\i noeseis) r and all those spiritual acts which join us to the Gods" 
(Stob. I, 371, 19-24). Iamblichus refers to an independence from the body 
prior to death, when the soul was "joined to the Gods" (Stob. I, 371, 23- 
24) by divine enthusiasms. Such activities were the concern of theurgic 
divination, and Iamblichus provides several examples in the De Mysteriis 
to demonstrate their authenticity. His method of proof, as in the De 
Anima , followed the energeia-reveateousia formula applied to various 
kinds of enthousiasmos . 

Porphyry had challenged the authenticity of theurgic divination and 
suggested in his letter to Anebo that divination through dreams did not 
provide contact with the gods. Iamblichus responded by distinguishing 
ordinary dreams from those sent by the gods (theopemptoi) (DM 103, 9). 
Only the latter were divine and they were superior to contacts made 
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with the gods while awake (DM 105,9-11; cf. Synesius, De Insomniis 151, 
18-152, 1). Iamblichus explains: 

Since the soul possesses a double life, the one with the body and 
the other separate from all body, when we are awake, for the most 
part in our ordinary life, we make use of the life in common with 
the body (except when we are somehow entirely free of it by 
intuiting and conceiving in pure thought). But in sleep we are 
completely liberated, freed as it were, from certain bonds closely 
held on us, and we employ a life separated from generation. At 
this time, therefore, whether intellectual or divine are the same, 
or each one exists with its own characteristic, this kind of life is 
awakened in us and acts according to its nature. (DM 106, 4-15) 

Iamblichus added that since sleep liberated the soul from the body the 
presence of the gods was clearer (saphesteran) and sharper (akribesteran) 
in dreams than when awake (DM 105, 9-11). 

Iamblichus applied the energeia-reveals-ousia formula to more dramatic 
forms of divination to prove that the miraculous feats of the possessed 
were, in fact, divine acts and not human, saying; 

This is the greatest proof: many are not burned even though fire is 
a PP^ e ^ h) them, lor the fire does not touch them because of the 
divine inspiration. And many, though they are burned, do not 
respond because they are not living the life of a [mortal] creature. 
And some, while being pierced with spits, and others, while strik¬ 
ing their backs with sharp blades, do not feel it. Still others, while 
stabbing their lower arms with daggers, are completely unaware 
of it. Their activities (energeiai) are in no way human—for the 
inaccessible things become accessible to those possessed by a 
God—and they throw themselves into fire, walk through fire, 
and pass through water just like the priestess at Castabalis. 2 From 
these examples it is clear that those inspired by the Gods are not 
conscious of themselves ; they live neither a human life nor an animal 
life according to sensation or impulse, but they have taken in ex¬ 
change a more divine life from which they are inspired and perfectly 
possessed. (DM 110, 5-111, 2) 


1. E. des Places notes that according to Strabo (XII, 2, 7; 537 Cas.) the priestesses of 
Artemis Perasia at Castabalis walked barefoot through burning coals; Jamblique: Les mysteres 
d'Egypte, trans. and ed. E. des Places (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1966), 104. 



It may be difficult to see how such phenomena met the goals of Platonic 
philosophy, but they clearly demonstrated lamblichus's point that the 
divine came to the soul from without, and this principle also explained 
the more subtle possessions experienced in lamblichus's own life. 2 For 
example, in discussing theurgic prayer, Iamblichus says: "It [prayer] 
quietly (erema) lifts up the habits of our thought and bestows on us the 
habits of the Gods 7 ' (DM 239, 5-6), for the activity, life, and habits of the 
theurgist exemplified the activity and life of the gods. Thus, "the 
soul . . * takes in exchange (allaitetai) another life and establishes itself in 
another order, entirely giving up its former existence " (DM 270, 17-19). 

Iamblichus rejected the possibility that contact with the gods was ef¬ 
fected by the soul. He says: 

If, therefore, genuine divination were the liberation of the divine 
part from the rest of the soul or a separation of the intellect or a 
sort of attainment—an intensity and effort either of activity or 
passivity or an acuity and application of thought or a fervor of the 
intellect—all such things would be awakened by our soul, and it 
would be correct to assume that divine inspiration (enthousiasmos) 
was a property of the soul. (DM 115, 16-116, 4) 

Iamblichus explained that if inspiration were awakened by somatic con¬ 
ditions it would derive from the body (DM 116, 9-11), and if from the 
soul-body conjunction it would derive from that common life (DM 116, 
11—13): He rejected these possibilities: "Inspired action is (derived) nei¬ 
ther from the body nor from the soul nor from the two combined, for 
these do not possess in themselves the cause of divine inspiration; for it 
is not the nature of superior things to be generated from those which are 
inferior" (DM 116, 14-17). 

The upshot of lamblichus's argument is that of the soul's two activities 
it was capable of performing only one: the animation of the body as its 
vehicle (ochema) and instrument (organon). The other activity, the in¬ 
spired acts and intuitions that pertain to the soul's essence (cf. Stob. I, 
371, 19-21), did not derive from the soul but from the gods who use the 
soul as their vehicle. Iamblichus says: "For the act of divine inspiration is 
not human, nor does all its authoritative power rest in human members 
or actions, but these are otherwise disposed, and the God uses them as his 

2. Eunapius reports that Iamblichus avoided spectacular displays of power and was 
accustomed to worship the divine in solitude; Eunapius, Vita Soph. 458-59, trans. W. C. 
Wright, Philostratus and Eunapius: The Lives of the Sophists (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1921; reprint, 1968), 362-65. 
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instruments ." 3 Just as the corporeal body was the instrument of the soul 
and depended on it to receive its "more perfect life" (DM 25, 12-13), so 
the soul was the instrument of the gods and depended on them for its 
perfection. This is why theurgic activities were ineffable to the soul; they 
completely transcended its composite life. The activities that joined the 
soul to the gods were accomplished by the gods themselves, and in a 
polemical statement that seems clearly directed to the teachings of 
Plotinus and Porphyry, Iamblichus says: 

Intellectual understanding does not connect theurgists with di¬ 
vine beings, for what would prevent those who philosophize theo¬ 
retically from having theurgic union with the Gods? But this is not 
true; rather it is the perfect accomplishment of ineffable acts reli¬ 
giously performed and beyond all understanding, and it is the 
power of ineffable symbols comprehended by the Gods alone that 
establishes theurgical union. Thus, we don't perform these acts 
intellectually for then their energy would be intellectual and de¬ 
pend on us, which is not at all true. In fact, these very syfnbols, by 
themselves, perform their own work, and the ineffable power of 
the Gods with which these symbols are charged, itself, recog¬ 
nizes, by itself, its own images. It is not awakened to this by our 
thinking. (DM 96, 13-97, 9) 

The actions performed in a theurgic rite were the erga of the gods 
actualized by an embodied soul. Participation in this action depended 
entirely on the soul's "suitability" ( epitedeiotes ) 4 as an organon of the gods; 
from a theurgic perspective, the embodied soul was a receptacle Qtu- 
podoche) of the god like the other receptacles used in theurgic divination. 
In the divinatory practice of drawing light into the soul ( i photagogia ), 5 
theurgists used "diaphanous water" (DM 134, 2), a "wall on which sacred 
characters are inscribed" (DM 134, 5-6), or "any solid place" (DM 134, 8), 
to enable the soul to receive the light and see the "will of the gods" (DM 
132, 15). Lest Porphyry misunderstand the purpose of using ritual objects 
to effect this reception, Iamblichus explained that the sign of genuine 
theurgy was the manifestation of divine characteristics in the habits of a 

3. DM 115, 3-7. Cf. DM 157, 8-15, in divination; 98, 13-15, in all theurgy. 

4. Epitedeiotes was a technical term to describe the mystical or theurgic "capacity" of a 
soul. Cf. DM 125, 5; 29, 1; 105,1; 127, 9; 233, 1. See Nock's discussion, Sallustius: Concerning 
the Gods and the Universe , ed. with prolegomena and trans. A. D. Nock (Hildesheim: Georg 
Olms, 1966), xcix, n. 9. 

5. Photos agogia, the "leading" or "gathering up" of "light" is the rubric under which 

Iamblichus includes various kinds of divination. 



soul, 6 an explanation that is similar to a theory of embodiment reported by 
Iamblichus in De Anima: 

The Platonists around [Calvenusj Taurus say that souls are sent to 
earth by the Gods. Some, following the Timaeus [39e, 41b] teach 
that it is for the perfection of the universe, that there be as many 
living things in the [sensible] world as in the intelligible. Others 
think the purpose of the soul's descent is to reveal the divine life, 
for this is the will of the Gods: to be revealed through souls. For 
the Gods come forth into bodily appearance and reveal themselves in the 
pure and faultless life of souls. (Slob . I, 378, 25-379, 6). 

As a receptacle of the gods, the soul reflected their activity and habits 
(DM 239, 5-6; 176, 10-13). These were symptoms of theurgic exchange, 
and because of this Iamblichus vigorously condemned any attempt to 
perform a theurgic invocation for selfish reasons (DM 115-16). Although 
"ineffable symbols" and not "our thinking" established theurgical union 
(DM 97-98), Iamblichus believed that the power of these symbols could 
not be tapped without the moral and intellectual preparation of the 
theurgist. For "ineffable acts" to be "perfectly accomplished" they had to 
be "religiously performed" (DM 96, 17-19). In other words although the 
intellectual effort of the soul was not sufficient to effect a theurgic union, 
it was a necessary auxiliary (DM 98, 8-10). 

In his letter to Anebo, Porphyry implied that theurgic rites attempted 
to manipulate the gods and that theurgists stood on magical characters 
(i charakteres ) to impose their will on the gods. Iamblichus replied that any 
attempt to control the gods was the antithesis of theurgy: 

When you say "those who stand on characters" you have put 
your finger on nothing less than the cause of all evils concern¬ 
ing theurgic invocations. For certain persons, disdaining the 
entire task of completing their theoretic knowledge about the 
one who invokes and the overseer, 7 and disregarding the order 
of the ritual and the most sacred and extensive perseverence in 
labors over a long period of time, reject sacred laws and prayers 
and other holy preparations and believe that standing on charac- 


6. DM 239, 5-6. Iamblichus maintained that the soul's illumination was not produced 
by a mechanical manipulation of images in mirrors or water (DM 94, 3-5; 174, 10-11). Such 
phenomena were psychic and unworthy of*the gods. 

7. While the union with the gods was purely theurgical, the preparation for theurgy 
demanded a theoretical knowledge of the gods and ritual procedures; cf. DM 267, 5ff. 
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ters alone is sufficient. Having done this for an hour, they think 
that a spirit will enter. Such reckless men fail to accomplish 
anything and are not worthy to be counted among diviners 
(DM 131, 3-132, 2) 


Others, Iamblichus says, were less fortunate: 


AH those who are offensive and who awkwardly leap after divine 
mysteries in a disordered way are not able to associate with the 
Gods due to the slackness of their energy or deficiency of their 
power. And on account of certain defilements they are excluded 
from the presence of pure spirits but are joined to evil spirits and 
are filled by them with the worst possession. They become 
wicked and unholy and, being glutted with undisciplined plea¬ 
sures and filled with evil, they affect habits foreign to the gods 
(DM 176, 13-177, 4) 

The equation of theurgy with ex opere operato activity, therefore, must be 
qualified. Following the Neoplatonic principle that like can only be 
joined to like, the theurgist had to purify the future vehicle of the god in 
order to receive its power, for the presence of the god was always in 
proportion to the purity of its receptacle. 

Epitedeiotes was the term Iamblichus used to describe the "fitness" or 
"aptitude" to receive a form. Coined in the second century c.e. to describe 
the kind of Aristotelian "potency" (dunamis) sufficient for "actualization" 
(energeia) of a form, 8 epitedeiotes came to be used by Neoplatonists to 
account for differences in mystical experience. 9 Just as "dry wood" pro¬ 
vided the capacity ( epitedeiotes ) for fire to be actualized, 10 so, analogously, 
the purity of a soul provided the capacity for a god to become manifest. 
Plotinus accounted for different experiences of souls in the presence of the 
Intelligible as follows: "One must understand the [degree of] presence as 
something depending on the fitness ( epitedeiotes ) of the recipient" ( Enn. 
VI, 4, 11, 3—4), and he compared it to the reception of light in clear or 
muddy water (9-10). For Iamblichus also, epitedeiotes described the fitness 


8. See S. Sambursky, The Physical World of Late Antiquity (New York: Basic Books 
1962), 106. 

9. See E. R. Dodds's discussion of the theurgic or mystical interpretation of epitedeiotes 
by later Neoplatonists; Proclus, The Elements of Theology, 2d ed., revised text with intro, 
trans., and comm, by E, R. Dobbs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 222-23, cf. 344-45. 

10. Sextus Empiricus, Advers. Mathem. IX, 243, quoted by Sambursky, Physical World, 



of a passive element to receive the influence of an active one, regardless of 
spatial distance or proximity. 11 

Epitedeiotes was a component in every theurgy, which is why the mere 
performance of ritual acts could not join the soul to the gods. Although 
the gods were everywhere (DM 27, 9), their powers could not affect souls 
that lacked an appropriate receptacle. Only when the vehicle was pre¬ 
pared could divine possession occur. Iamblichus says: "Whenever terres¬ 
trial things—which possess their being from the totalities of the Gods— 
become fit for divine participation they immediately possess, prior to their 
own essence, the Gods who preexist in it" (DM 28, 20-29, 3). Conse¬ 
quently, Iamblichus explained that the authority of the oracles at Delphi, 
Colophon, and Branchidae was not caused by the places themselves but 
by the careful purification of their oracular vehicles, making them "fit" 
(epitedeiotes) to give voice to the god (DM 125, 5-127, 9). Similar purifica¬ 
tions were necessary for every soul. Iamblichus says, for example, that 
"the time one spends in prayer nourishes the intuitive mind and greatly 
enlarges the soul's receptacles for the Gods." 12 The soul itself was a receptacle 
of the gods, and in Iamblichus's response to Porphyry's questions about 
famous oracular shrines he makes it clear that it is the purity of the receiv¬ 
ing soul—not the geographical place—that allows for divine possessions, 
including those experienced privately by every theurgist, 13 To equate this 
"possession" with the spiritualist phenomena of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, as Dodds has done, is misleading. 14 For the spiri¬ 
tualist was no more a theurgist than was the fourth-century goes, and 
although all of them share superficial similarities, the purposes of theurgy 
were altogether different. 


11. For Iamblichus 7 s discussion of this principle against the view of the Stoics see 
Simplicius, In Aristotelis Categorias Comrnentarium, in CAG , ed. C. Kalbfleisch (Berlin: G. 
Reimeri, 1907), 8:302, 28-303, 9; quoted in part by Sambursky, Physical World, 103-4. 

12. DM 238, 17-239, 1, Iamblichus almost always employs epitedeiotes in the De 
Mysteriis to describe the soul's "readiness" for divine transformation: 105, 1 to describe 
conditions of the soul that are "fit" to receive the god; 125, 5 to describe the cleansing of the 
soul to make it "fit" and 127, 9 explicitly for the reception of a god; 233, 1, the matter sent 
from the Demiurge is described as "fit" to connect the soul with the gods; in 207, 10-15, 
however, epitedeiotes is described in a purely physical way, not theurgic. 

13. On Iamblichus 7 s view of public oracles see Polymnia Athanassiadi, "Dreams, 
Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus," Journal of Roman Studies, 

83 (1993): 123-24. 

14. See Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1951), 297-99; and A. Smith, Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A 
Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 89. Iamblichus's 
explanation should have been sufficient to deter this interpretation; see DM 93, 10-95, 14; 
esp. 95,10-12. 
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tendencies. 


Receiving the gods was not without danger. For lamblichus, the incorpo¬ 
real world was just as complex as the corporeal, and one could easily be 
misled without a discerning guide. lamblichus is reported by Eunapius, 
for example, to have exposed a fraudulent seance led by a deceased 
gladiator posing as the god Apollo (Eunapius, Vit. Soph. 473). According 
to lamblichus, such phenomena were caused by errors in the theurgic 
art, "for inferior entities assume the appearance of more venerable or¬ 
ders and pretend to be those entities whose appearance they have 
adopted and hence they make boastful claims that exceed the power 
available to them." 1 

Communication with the "other world" would not have been as exotic 
or unusual for lamblichus as it might be for moderns who generally deny 
the existence of spirits, let alone contacting them. Yet a guide was indis¬ 
pensable; not only was he able to determine the imbalances in a soul and 
the purifications it needed but was also able to determine the deity who 
possessed the soul: 

1. DM 91, 12-15. Part of the repertoire of the theurgist was the ability to discern true 
apparations and possessions from the false. 




The Freedom of Immortal Bodies 

There are many kinds of divine possession, and divine inspiration 
is awakened in several ways. Wherefore, there are many different 
indications of it. On the one hand, the Gods who inspire us are 
different and each produces a different inspiration, and on the 
other hand, the difference in each mode of enthusiasm produces a 
different sort of divine appearance. For either the God possesses 
us, or we become completely the property of the God, or we act in 
common with him. (DM 111, 3-16) 

What appears constant among the varieties of divine possession was 
the manner in which a god joined an embodied soul. Significantly, 
lamblichus says their conjunction was effected "circularly" ( en kuklo): 

In dreams: 

Sometime an incorporeal and intangible pneuma encircles those lying down 
so that there is no sight of it but its presence is felt by a sensing awareness. 
It sounds like a rushing wind (rhoizomenos) when it enters, permeates 
everything without any contact, and performs wondrous acts leading to 
liberation from the passions of the soul and body. (DM, 103, 14-104, 4) 

m 

In acts of divination: 

For if the presence of the fire of the Gods and an ineffable form of light 
descend on the possessed from outside (exotheri), entirely fills and domi¬ 
nates him, and circularly embraces him from everywhere at once so that he 
cannot perform any action proper to his own order, what personal per¬ 
ception or awareness or intuition could occur to someone possessed by 
the divine fire* (DM 113, 8-14) 

For the priestess at Delphi: 

When the abundantly gathered fire ascending from the mouth of the 
cave circularly embraces her on all sides , she is filled with its divine splen¬ 
dor. (DM 126, 11-14) 

In his Timaeus commentary lamblichus said that circular activity indi¬ 
cates an assimilation to the Nous , "for the intuitive thinking of the soul 
and the circular motion of bodies imitate noetic activity." 2 An embodied 
noesis was revealed in the orbits of stars, whose arche and telos were 
simultaneous (DM 31, 18-32, 7), and this energeia was shared by the soul 
until it "broke the circle" to enter the rectilinear and contrary movements 
of generated life. 3 The stars were vehicles of the encosmic gods who 
themselves were the vehicles of the hypercosmic gods (DM 57, 7-58, 1). 

2. In Tim ,, frag. 49,15, in Dillon, trans., Iambiichi Chalcidensis. 

3. In Tim., frag. 49,17, in Dillon, trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis, 152-53. 
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The heavenly bodies, therefore, were visible shrines (agalmata ) 4 of the 
demiurgic Nows, and to join these gods the soul had to regain the circular 
shape of the vehicle ( ochema ) it possessed prior to embodiment. 5 

In schematic terms the soul's fall from the Nous was equivalent to its 
loss of circularity The correlation of circular motion with the divine was 
a recurrent topos in the Platonic dialogues, 6 and Iamblichus said that the 
entire cosmos was defined by a circular movement (DM, 31, 13-32, 7): 
"The sphere is the only shape that can include all the elements ... it 
takes in all shapes . . . (and embraces within itself) secondary and ter¬ 
tiary natures/' 7 If an entity had a spheric body its activities were com¬ 
pleted within itself: its arche and telos were simultaneous (DM 31,13-32, 
2). To move out of the sphere to complete one's actions was to fall from 
the Nous and this was the condition of embodied souls. 8 

The circular movements of the encosmic gods were the first and most 

4* Iamblichus uses the term agalma (shrine, statue) to describe the stellar manifestations 
of the gods. These agalmata, he implies at DM 168, are true icons of the divine because they 
are ' drawn out of uniform Forms and intelligible Essences" (168, 4-5) by the Demiurge in 
the act of creation. Agalma is taken from the Timaeus (39e) where it is used to describe the 
bodies of the gods. See Cornford's discussion of this term, Plato's Cosmology: The Timaeus of 
Plato, trans. and comm. Francis C. Cornford (London, 1937; reprint. New York: Bobbs- 
Merrill, 1959), 99-102. 

5. That is, when souls were the "companions" of the gods in the celestial round de¬ 
scribed in the Phaedrus (248c, 2). In the DM (145, 7-9) Iamblichus says that the god is 
superior to Necessity and so is the "entire choir of superior beings attached to him"; cf. 
Phaedrus 248a, 1-3. 

6. CL Lynne Ballew, Straight and Circular: A Study of Imagery in Greek Philosophy (Assen, 
The Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1979), 79-107. In the Timaeus, for example, Plato says the 
head was made spherical in imitation of the divine revolutions. It is the first and "most 
divine" body of man to which was added a body with four limbs and length (Tim, 44e). 
In the Symposium the fall of man was figuratively described by Aristophanes as the loss of 
maris spherical shape (190a-e), and, of course, the World Soul was a sphere as was 
every creator god. It is significant that prior to the splitting of man in Aristophanes' tale 
his mode of movement was to "whirl like a cartwheel" with "eight" legs. For a Platonist 
who recognized the human soul as a microcosm of the World Soul, the eight-legged 
circulation of pre-fallen man might indicate his participation in the World Soul with its 
"eight" celestial spheres. Note as well, Iamblichus provides "eight" attributes for the 
sphere in his encomium to sphericity, and lists "eight" powers of the pre-essential 
Demiurge at DM 292, 5-18. 

7. In Tim., frag. 49, 23-35, Dillon, trans., Iamlichi Chalcidensis, 154-55. 

8. Alcmaeon of Croton says that man dies " because he cannot connect the beginning to the 
end" (Arist. Probl. 916a, 34); cited by Dodds, Proclus: The Elements of Theology, 2d ed., revised 
text with trans., intro., and comm. E. R. Dodds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 219. In 
his commentary on the categories of Aristotle, Iamblichus says that all contraries of the 
generated world—even life and death—are present simultaneously in noetic essences; see 
Simplicius, In Aristotelis Categorias Commentarium, in CAG, ed. C. Kalbfleisch (Berlin: G. 
Reimeri, 1907), 8:416, 26f. Cf. P. Hadot's remarks, Porphyre et Victorinus, 2 vols. (Paris: 
Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968), 2:442. 
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striking reminder to the embodied soul of its sphericity and in theurgy 
when the soul became the ochema of the god, it regained the spherical form 
lost in embodiment. This assimilation to celestial bodies was indicated not 
only by the recovery of the sphere but also by the audible phenomenon 
that attended this possession: the "rushing sound" ( rhoizos ) that occurred 
when the soul was circularly possessed. Iamblichus used the term rhoizos 
to describe the sounds emitted by the stars whose intervals served as the 
bases for theurgical chants and melodies. 9 In De Vita Pythagorica Liber 10 
Iamblichus attributes the discovery of these sounds to Pythagoras who 
successfully re-created them in proto-theurgical rites for his disciples (VP 
35, 24-36,15). According to Hans Lewy rhoizos was a technical term used 
in late antiquity to describe the sound emitted by the stars; 11 it was also 
found prominently in the Chaldean Oracles 12 so it is not surprising that 
Iamblichus marked the moment of divine possession with a sound re¬ 
served to celestial bodies (DM 104, 1). In ritual possession the theurgist 
was understood to enter the celestial round and "its most musical har¬ 
mony" (VP 36, 25). 

When the soul was divinized it embraced simultaneously the attrac¬ 
tions and the repulsions of corporeal life, and this freed it from the 
physical body. In the De Anima Iamblichus says: "Certain souls who are 
lifted up and freed from generation are liberated with respect to the rest 
of corporeal life . . . [they] have pneumatic vehicles with uniform iden¬ 
tity (autocides), and on account of these vehicles can easily accomplish 
whatever they will." 13 Marcus Aurelius used the same term, autoeides, to 
describe'* the well-balanced soul: "The sphere of the soul possesses its 
true form (sphaira psuches autoeides) when it neither projects itself outside 
nor shrinks in upon itself, neither expands, nor contracts." 14 Iamblichus 

i 

9. DM 118, 16-119, 4. Iamblichus refers to stellar motions as "rushing harmonious 
voices" ( rhoizoumenas tinharmonious phonas). 

10. See two fine translations: Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Life , trans. with notes and 
commentary by Gillian Clark (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1989), and Iamblichus: 
On the Pythagorean Way of Life , text, translation, and commentary by John Dillon and 
Jackson Hershbell (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1991). Unless otherwise noted, transla¬ 
tions are my own following Deubner's text and pagination, VP. 

11. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 

1978), 19 n. 46, verse 10; cf. p. 193. 

12. The Chaldean Oracles, text, translation, and commentary by Ruth Majercik (Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, 1989). 

13. Stob . 1,373, 28-374,1. Autoeidesi is a synonym of monoeidesi to contrast with polueidos 
at 374, L As we shall see, this autoeides ochema is created by the Demiurge as the first 
vehicle of the soul. 

14. Marcus Aurelius, 11,12. See Festugiere's comments on this passage, La Rev. 3:206 n. 
4. It is possible that the autoeides was a scribal error of augoeides as G. R. 5. Mead suggests in 
The Doctrine of the Subtle Body in the Western Tradition (Wheaton, III.: Theosophical Publish- 
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employed the image of the sphere to describe the vehicles of celestial 
souls and also referred to their freedom from inner and outer attractions. 
He says: "It is acknowledged that the aetherial body is outside of every 
contrariety, free from every change, completely purified from the possi¬ 
bility of being transformed into something else, and entirely liberated 
from a centripetal or centrifugal tendency, either because it has neither 
tendency or because it is moved circularly" (DM 202, 13-18). To move in a 
circle was to embrace at once the contraries of embodied life, and the 
translation of the theurgist to his aetheric body was manifest by his 
symptoms in the generated world: the apatheia and ataraxia of a sage 
whose will revealed the will of the gods (DM 21, 2-9). 

According to Iamblichus's view of embodiment the recovery of the 
soul's divine and spheric body was impossible without theurgic ritual, 
and although enthousiasmos was the soul's most appropriate condition it 
did not ordinarily experience it (Stob. I, 371, 17-22). Identification with 
its corporeal image imprisoned the soul in the contrary tendencies of 
generated life and separated it from its self. 'As embodied, the,soul was 
alienated from the enthousiasmos proper to it. Plotinus described this 
inverted condition as the soul's attachment to a part (i.e., its corporeal 
image) and "separation from the whole" (Enn. IV, 8, 4, 16-17; trans. 
Armstrong). For Plotinus the embodied soul "comes and turns to that 
one thing battered by the totality of things in every way, and has left the 
whole and directs the individual part with great difficulty ... it sinks 
deep into the individual part. Here the 'moulting' as it is called [Phaedrus 
248], happens to it and being in the fetters of the body" (Enn. IV, 8,4,18- 
25). Yet, for Plotinus, a part of the soul remained free of this condition 
and continued to enjoy full participation in the Nous, though its 
"shadow," the embodied soul, was not aware of it. 15 

For Plotinus the breach between divine and human souls was bridged 
by the soul itself. The Plotinian soul has appropriately been compared to 
a "floating ego" 16 capable of rising by contemplation to its undescended 


ing House, 1967; originally published 1919), 56-57. Though there is no manuscript evi¬ 
dence to support Mead's conjecture it is not unlikely that in the uncial script AUGOEIDES 
could have been mistaken for AUTOEIDES. The only other evidence for autoeides is in 
Alexander of Aphrodisias's commentary. In Metaphysicam 791, 8-15, where he explicitly 
defines the term: legon autoeidos to archikon hen (701, 14-15). For Alexander autoeidos is the 
"ruling One" in which every eidos must participate, a different understanding of the term 
than we see in Iamblichus. 

15. For a discussion of the "unconscious" presence of the higher soul in the lower for 
Plotinus, see Andrew Smith, "Unconsciousness and Quasiconsciousness in Plotinus," 
Phronesis 23, no, 3 (1978): 292-301. 

16. Ibid., 293. 




level with the Nous. For Iamblichus this was not possible. The gap be¬ 
tween divine and human souls was far more than a matter of conscious¬ 
ness. The embodied soul could coordinate its somatic and intellectual 
energies, but these only prepared it for theurgic initiation. 17 Of its own 
power, Iamblicus says, the soul cannot ascend to the gods. 

For if somehow we seem to be capable of doing this it is by 
participating in and being illuminated by the Gods, and only in 
this may we rejoice in divine activity. Accordingly, the soul does 
not participate in divine actions through possessing its own virtue 
and wisdom, yet if such [divine] acts were the province of the 
soul, either every soul would perform them or only the soul 
which possessed the perfection appropriate to it. But, as it is, 
neither of these are sufficiently prepared for this, and even the 
perfect soul is imperfect with respect to divine activity. Consequently, 
theurgic activity is different, and the successful accomplishment 
of divine actions is given by the Gods alone. Otherwise it would 
not at all be necessary to worship the Gods, but according to your 
view divine blessings would exist for us of themselves without 
the performance of ritual. (DM 149, 4-17) 

The differences between the soul's "philosophic" ascent as conceived 
by Plotinus and Porphyry and the "theurgic" ascent of Iamblichus seem 
striking, yet recent studies have shown an underlying similarity not only 
in the goal of their respective ascents but also in the means to attain it. 
A. H. Armstrong was the first to note that "it is possible to develop a 
theory of theurgy from one side of the thought of Plotinus," 18 and he 
refers to passages in which Plotinus speaks of union with the One, not as a 
"rational" event but as something that occurs when the soul is "erotically 
charged by the One" and goes "out of its mind" to achieve a mystical 
union. 19 Andrew Smith develops this theme in an excellent study of Por¬ 
phyry 28 that includes a comparison of the mysticism of Plotinus and 

17. The soul's inversion was outlined in the Platonic dialogues where the transforma¬ 
tion of the will is expressed in the form of an "erotic" role-reversal with profound ethical 
symptoms. See for example Alcibiades' relationship with Socrates, the divine sage who 
"knows nothing" (Symposium 215e, 4-6; 217c, 7-8). 

18. Armstrong, "Tradition, Reason, and Experience in the Thought of Plotinus," in 
Plotinian and Christian Studies (London: Variorum Reprints, 1979), 17:187. In addition to 
Armstrong's references, see Plotinus's remarks concerning the ineffability of henosis, 
which he compares to divine possession; Enn. V, 3, 14, 3-13. 

19. Armstrong, "Tradition, Reason," 183. 

20. Smith, Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplato¬ 
nism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 83-90. 
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lamblichus. What separated the two Neoplatonists, Smith argues, was 
not their mystical thinking but their respective use of terms such as noesis, 
gnosis f and nous , 21 Plotinus argued that the soul ascends to the One by 
means of the erotic presence of the One in the soul, and lamblichus said 
the ascent occurs through the beneficent presence of the gods. Smith 
argues that the differences between Plotinus and lamblichus were seman¬ 
tic, not substantive, and this view has been corroborated recently by 
Clemens Zintzen who argues that lamblichus transformed Plotinus's de- 
scription of the soul's "noetic impulse" into "theurgic grace," a gift of the 
gods. 22 Zintzen maintains that lamblichus translated Plotinus's and Por¬ 
phyry's description of the soul's "philosophic" ascent into the magical 
terminology of the Chaldean Oracles and Egyptian cult. 23 

These studies have corrected the facile and once-fashionable distinction 
that praised Plotinus as the last Hellenic rationalist before lamblichus 
corrupted the Platonic school with ritual worship. Having eliminated this 
false distinction, these authors suggest that what distinguished Iambli- 
chus s theurgical Neoplatonism was his genuine respect for the "magico- 
religious practices of his times," 24 which probably resulted from his own 
"vivid experience of the divine in some ritual." 25 Doubtless, this is true, 
and Hans Lewy and Friedrich Cremer have demonstrated the profound 
influence of the Chaldean Oracles on the theurgy of lamblichus. 26 

The question that has not been addressed, however, is why lambli¬ 
chus would have been drawn to ritual practices in the first place. It is, of 
course, a question that cannot be answered completely, but it is not 
enough to say that Iamblichus's Platonism was read into the ritual mate¬ 
rial of the Oracles, or to suggest that this was due to Iamblichus's Syrian 
background. 27 There were, in any case, as many "magico-religious" prac- 

21. Ibid., 86-89. Smith's argument follows the methodology of the Neoplatonists them¬ 
selves who found a uniformity of doctrine underlying the semantic differences of Plato and 
Aristotle. See H. ]. Blumenthal, "Some Platonist Readings of Aristotle," Cambridge Philologi¬ 
cal Society Proceedings 207 (1981): 1. 

22. Clemens Zintzen, "Bemerkungen zum Aufstiegsweg der Seele in Jamblichs De 
Mysteriis/ Platonismus und Christentum: Festschrift fiir Heinrich Dorrie, ed. H. D. Blume and 
F. Mann (Munster: Aschendorff, 1983), 319. 

23. Ibid., 319. 

24. Smith, Porphyry's Place , 89. 

25. Armstrong, "Tradition, Reason," 187. 

26. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles , passim; Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel, passim. Although 
Cremer rightly points out that Platonic teachings underlie both the Chaldean Oracles and 
the De Mysteriis , in some respects he overplays the Chaldean influence based solely on 
Iamblichus's use of Chaldean terminology. Where the De Mysteriis clearly contradicts and 
Chaldean fragments, Cremer's arguments appear to be strained; see 114-15, 122. 

27. Following Blumenthal's conjecture, in his "Plutarch's Exposition of the De Anima 
and the Psychology of Proclus/' in Entretiens , 27. 


tices in Plotinus's Egypt. Apart from saying that it was due to a matter of 
temperament, which often gives rise to misguided characterizations, 28 1 
would suggest that the difference between lamblichus and Plotinus with 
regard to ritual practices may well have been determined, not by 
Iamblichus's supposed Oriental background, nor by his attraction to the 
exotic religious practices of his time, but by the more profound influence 
of Aristotle's psychology on lamblichus than on Plotinus. 

This influence is reflected in two complementary issues: (1) Iambli¬ 
chus's view that the soul descends entirely in embodiment, which impli¬ 
cates it within the measures of corporeal existence; 29 and (2) Iamblichus's 
view-contra that of Plotinus—that when the soul descends into a body it 
is cut off from the Nous and cannot return to the divine of its own power, 
lamblichus was more convinced than Plotinus of the underlying agree¬ 
ment ( sumphonia ) between Plato and Aristotle. Therefore, he accepted 
Aristotle's definition of the soul as entelecheia of the body by integrating it 
with Plato's description of embodiment in the Timaeus, and Aristotle's 
belief that the human soul receives the divine thurathen may be seen in 
Iamblichus's theurgical principle that one's access to the divine comes 
"from without" ( exothen ). 30 The upside-down status of Plato's embodied 
soul was, for lamblichus, the soul described by Aristotle as the entelecheia 
of the body, cut off from the Nows. 31 The re-ascent of the soul to the Good, 
which Plato described as a dialectical process ( Republic 511b-c), was re¬ 
placed by lamblichus with the practice of ritual theurgy. Yet the dialektike , 
which lamblichus dismissed in the De Mysteriis as a "mere intellectual 

28. lamblichus has been typified as "Oriental," hence only vaguely rational and prone 
to superstition and emotion; see John H. Smith, The Death of Classical Paganism (London: 
Geoffrey Chapman, 1976), 55-56; Dodds, The Greeks and the lrratio?ml (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 1973), 288. 

29. As lamblichus puts it, the embodied soul is "enformed by all the various measures 
which come from secondary lives" (DM 21, 17-22, 1; cf. 18, 16-17). 

30. Aristotle says: "Reason (nous) alone enters in, as an additional factor [to the embod¬ 
ied soul], from outside , and it alone is divine" (De Generatione Animalium [GA] 236b, 28). 
lamblichus confirms that contact with the divine must come exothen (DM 24, 4; 30, 16-19; 
127, 10; 167, 2). Cremer notes. Die Chaldaischen Orakel 480 n. 95, that this view is "entirely 
different" from the Plotinian position, which states that the divine comes from within 
(endothen), not from without (exothen); cf. Enn. Ill, 1, 9; IV, 7, 10, 43-52. Cremer's view is 
only prima facie correct, however, for the exothen that Plotinus denies as a locus of the 
divine is the sensible other and therefore ontologically subordinate to the soul. In this 
regard lamblichus would have agreed (cf. DM 171, 5-10), but the exothen that lamblichus 
describes as the locus of divine illumination refers to a different sort of "place." Since the 
divine is beyond the comprehension of the soul, its contact with divine beings must come 
from something superior to itself, from outside (exothen) its order of existence. Thus, 
"outside" for lamblichus refers to an epistemological and ontological beyond and for 
Plotinus it refers to the sensible external. 

31. Aristotle, GA 236b, 28; cf. DM 148, 12-14. 
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exercise" (DM 10,1-9), was not the dialectic of Plato but that of Aristotle, 
for whom the term indicated mere intellectual jousting and not a practice 
leading to spiritual transformation. 32 

Iamblichus, like Aristotle, believed that the divine Nous was far re¬ 
moved from the soul, 33 and in the De Mysteriis he asserted in the strong¬ 
est terms that the categories of "human" and "divine" were mutually 
exclusive. 34 Yet, at the same time. Iamblichus believed the human soul 
was immortal and incapable of losing its divinity. To appreciate these 
divergent positions is to begin to see the paradox that embodiment 
presented to Iamblichus and why he embraced theurgy as the only 
means to resolve it. On the one hand, because the soul identified with 
the single form of its corporeal body (DM 148, 12-14) and defined itself 
therein, its salvation could come only from an authoritative "other" 
(heteros) that released it from its false identity and awakened it to its true 
self {autos). From this perspective, the Chaldean Oracles, as important as 
they were for Iamblichus, simply provided the occasion for a theurgic 
exchange. Iamblichus was apparently just as impressed with the Egyp¬ 
tian tradition, 35 and Philip Derchain has pointed to the influence of 
Egyptian rites at Abydos on the theurgy of Abammon (Iamblichus). 36 Yet 
Iamblichus 7 s adoption of theurgic rites was not merely the result of his 
following Aristotle's definition of the soul. Theurgy was also an episte¬ 
mological necessity. For Iamblichus, "knowledge" worked within a dual- 
istic structure: "knowing an 'other 7 as 'other' " (DM 8, 4-6), so it could 
never engender a union with the divine. 

It is on this issue that Iamblichus's theurgical Platonism may be seen 
as an attempt to resolve philosophical problems left by Plotinus. 37 
Plotinus's language concerning union with the One reveals a conflation 


32. Cf. Top . 100a, 18-24; SE 165b, 2—4; 172a, 15. For a discussion of the transformation of 
Plato's anagogic dialectic by Aristotle into an instrument of the rational mind see W. K. C. 
Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy, vol 6, Aristotle: An Encounter {New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981), 150-53. 

33. In Tim . IV, frag. 87, 20-21; in Dillon, trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis , 200-201. 

34. Cf. DM 171, 11-13 where Iamblichus emphasizes that "human" and "divine" are 
mutually exclusive terms. 

35. After all, the persona that Iamblichus adopts in the De Mysteriis is that of an Egyp¬ 
tian priest "Abammon," not a Chaldean. Further, Iamblichus proposes to explain the 
theology and symbols of the Egyptians (DM, books VII-X), not those of the Chaldeans. 

36. Philip Derchain, "Pseudo-Jamblique ou Abammon, Chronique d'Egypt 38 (1963): 220- 
26. In addition Armstrong rightly notes that most of the "theurgical" rituals that 1am- 
blichus defends are, in any case, well attested to as "old Greek religious practices." Arm¬ 
strong, "Tradition, Reason," 185. The important point for Iamblichus is that theurgic rites 
possess an authority and power that transcends human understanding and initiative. 

37. J. M. P. Lowry, The Logical Principles of Proclus' STOICHEIOSIS THEOLOG1KE As 
Systematic Ground of the Cosmos (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1980), 22-28. 



of mystical impulses that derive from the One itself, with the philo¬ 
sophic language of Platonism. Such a conflation might lead to the ratio¬ 
nalization of mystical ascent if the discourse that Plotinus used to de¬ 
scribe his union with the One were confused with the experience of that 
union. As Armstrong says, it would constitute the error of making con¬ 
ceptual idols out of evocative icons, 38 and it was precisely this kind of 
rationalistic idolatry that Iamblichus perceived in Porphyry s teaching 
and which he attempted to combat by distinguishing theurgical from 
philosophical language. 

The supposed "irrationalism" of Iamblichean theourgia 39 therefore, may 
well derive from Iamblichus's keener sensitivity for precision in rational 
discourse. After all, if a discursive statement about the One functioned 
evocatively 40 rather than descriptively, its conceptual content would be 
transparent and, in that sense, would function theurgically. 41 It was not its 
meaning that effected henosis but its ability to transcend meaning, 42 and if 
the discursive meaning became central its evocative power would be 
lost. 43 In Platonic terms, the opacity of discursive meanings, however 
exalted their subject matter, were nothing more than the "shadow lan¬ 
guage" of Plato's cave (Rep. 515). Therefore, Iamblichus's subordination of 
philosophy to theurgy was simply making explicit a distinction that was 
already implicit in Plotinus's mysticism but that he failed to work out. 44 

38. For an explanation of Armstrong's use of these terms against the background of 
Neoplatonic negative theology see Armstrong, "Negative Theology," Downside Review 95 
(1977): 188-89. 

39. Dodds, "Iamblichus," Oxford Classical Dictionary, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1970), 538. 

40. For a discussion of the "incantative" power of the term hen for Neoplatonists, see J. 
Trouillard, "Un (philosophies de IT Encyclopedia Universalis (Paris, 1968-73), 16:461-63. 

41. In precisely the same way that material artifacts in theurgy are not worshiped for 
their "physical" properties, neither is the discursive icon valued for its conceptual truth or 

accuracy. 

42. One must take care, however, not to confuse the anagogic "negation" of meaning 
with its mere "privation." For a clear exposition of these terms from Aristotle to the 
Neoplatonists, see Christian Gu^rard, "La Th4ologie negative dans 1'apophatisme grec," 
Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Theologiques 68 (1984): 183-200. 

43. Armstrong, "Negative Theology," 188-89. 

44. Describing this, Lowry says: "What Iamblichus did was to develop this mystical 
side of Plotinus more systematically than Plotinus himself had done. . . . [I]t could be 
argued that Iamblichus, in trying to make sense out of Plotinus, developed philosophical 
principles which make possible mystical unity with the divine. By doing this he could then 
be said to have showed that this unity was not primarily philosophical. This should 
perhaps be the position that any Neoplatonist, especially Plotinus, should have made 
explicit. There does not seem, to me at least, to be any point in belaboring Iamblichus for 
being less philosophical than Plotinus. He simply carried the obvious Plotinian philosophi¬ 
cal standpoint to its limits and tried to validate it." Lowry, Logical Principles, 20-21. 
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The Paradox 

of 

Embodiment 

That which is immortal in the 
soul is filled completely with 
mortality . . . 


The repercussions of viewing the Platonic soul through Aristotle's doc¬ 
trine that essences (ousiai) are revealed by activities ( energeiai ) have been 
examined by Carlos Steel in a brilliant monograph on Neoplatonic psy¬ 
chology, The Changing Self. 1 Steel outlines Iamblichus's view of the soul 
by examining the Iamblichean fragments preserved in Priscianus's 
(Simplicius's?) commentary on Aristotle's De Anima 2 At the outset of his 

1. Carlos G, Steel, The Changing Self: A Study on the Soul in Later Neoplatonism: Iamblichus, 
Damascius, and Priscianus, trans. E. Haasl (Brussels: Paleis der Academien, 1978). 

2. For the attribution of this commentary to Priscianus rather than to his contemporary, 

Simplicius, see E Boussier and Carlos G. Steel, "Priscianus Lydus en de In de Anima 7 van 

Pseudo(?)-Simplicius," Tijdschrift voor Filosofie 34 (1972): 761-822. Ilsetraut Hadot accepts 

the hypothesis of Boussier and Steel on the basis of the striking similarities between the De 

Anima commentary and Priscianus's Metaphrasis in Theophrastum, ed. I. Bywater in Supple- 

mentum Aristotehcum 1 , no. 2 (Berlin, 1886): 1-37, but shows their argument of supposed 
doctrinal incompatibilities between Simplicius's other works and the de Anima commentary 
to be unfounded; see Hadot, Le ProbUme du neoplatonisme alexandrin: HierocUs et Simplicius 
(Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 193-202. Blumenthal says he shall continue to call 
the author of the de Anima commentary "Simplicius" "as a matter of convenience"; Blumen- 
thal, "The Psychology of (?)Simplicius' Commentary on the De anima/' in Soul and the 



commentary Priscianus says that he "will hold to the truth of the matter 
as much as possible according to the interpretation of Iamblichus set out 
in his teachings on the soul/' 3 For Priscianus, Iamblichus was "the best 
critic of the truth" (ho aristos tes aletheias krites; DA 89, 33-37), and his 
extensive quotations and discussions of Iamblichus's views form the 
basis of Steel's analysis. 

Steel throws light on the disturbing complexity of Iamblichus's psy¬ 
chology. He shows that Iamblichus followed the energeia-reveals-ousia 
formula not only to distinguish incorporeal classes but also to focus on 
the specific case of the human soul. It led Iamblichus to the conclusion, 
especially difficult for a Platonist, that because the energeiai of embodied 
souls were mortal and subject to change so their ousiai, being the 
source of this activity, were also mortal and subject to change! Even 
more problematic was Iamblichus's belief that the soul's separation 
from the Nous also separated the soul from itself and its immortality. 
Priscianus says: 

If, however, as Iamblichus thinks, a perverse and imperfect activ¬ 
ity would not proceed from an essence which is impassive and 
perfect, the soul would be, even in its essence, somehow subject to 
passion. For, in this view the soul is a mean, not only between 
divided and undivided, the remaining and the proceeding, the 
noetic and the irrational, but also between the ungenerated and 
the generated. 4 * * . . . For on account of its verging outside, the 
soul simultaneously remains as a whole and proceeds as a whole, 
and it is neither entirely involved in, nor free from, either trait. 
Wherefore, that which is immortal in the soul is filled com¬ 
pletely with mortality and no longer remains only immortal. 
Somehow the ungenerated part of the soul becomes subject to 


Structure of Being in Late Neoplatonism: Syrianius, Proclus , and Simplicius , by H. J. Blumenthal 
and A. C. Lloyd (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1982), 74; cf. Blumenthal, "Did 
Iamblichus Write a Commentary on the De Anima?" Hermes 102 no. 4 (1974): 540-56. 1 
follow Steel in attributing the de Anima commentary to Priscianus and will attribute quota¬ 
tions to him, 

3. Simplicius (Priscianus?), In Libros Aristotelis de Anima Commentaria (DA), 1, 18-20, in 
CAG 9, ed. M. Hayduck (Berlin: G. Reimeri, 1882). Steel notes that the last part of this 
phrase could just as correctly be rendered: "in his own treatise On the Soul." The question 
of whether or not Iamblichus wrote such a treatise must remain open. 

4. DA 89, 33-37. Text: el be d>g xia ’IappXixcp doxst, oux av ouiafloug xai TExetag 
otjoiag diecrepatipevri xai dtekrig Jipoioi £vet>yeia, eitj fiv jtaOaivopiEvq tco )g xai xai’ ouotav' 
<bg xai xauxu dvat ov tiov neQLcrroav jiovov xai aixEQicmov ou6e t<I)v uevovtcov xai 
jTQoeA.rik'udoTGrv ovte tujv voe qwv xat dXdyanq dUa xai tcbv dyevfjtiov xai ymjiwv. 
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generation just as the undivided part of the soul becomes sub¬ 
ject to division, 5 

Ambiguity and paradox defined the very essence of the soul. Again, 
Prisrianus; 

According to Iamblichus, the particular soul embraces both charac¬ 
teristics equally , both permanency and change, so that in this way 
its intermediate position is again preserved; for higher beings are 
stable, mortal ones are completely changeable. The particular soul, 
however, which as middle, is undivided and multiplied together 
with the mundane beings, does not only remain permanent but 
also changes because it lives through so many divisible lives. And 
not only in its habits, but it changes also in its substance. 6 

These oppositions were triggered by the souPs animation of its body. 
Since the human soul was "inclined toward the body, that it governs" 
(DM 21, 5-7, 16), when it projected its "lower lives" ,(i.e., the irrational 
powers of the soul) its ousia was broken apart and intertwined with 
mortal lives. 7 Paraphrasing Iamblichus, 8 Priscianus says: "It is therefore 
more reasonable and necessary to say that not only the activity but also the 
highest essence of our soul is in some way relaxed, broken up, and has its 
existence constituted, so to speak, in its descent toward lower lives." 9 
While Plotinus and Porphyry also maintained that the soul projected its 
lower powers (dunameis) to animate the body and believed that these 
powers acted as a mean between the ousia and the embodied energeia of 
the soul, the essence of the soul was never affected by this projection. 
Changes may seem to affect the soul, but its rational essence remained 

5. DA 90, 20-24. Text: 6id ya q ti)v £ojtf}v 5Xq Hat fiEvei xai jiqoeiol, xal 
ou6£tqov iyti jiavreXcog ovbk &jtr\Xkay[iivov xov KourcvO (6$ev xal x6 Mavaxov avxrjg t6te 
(xvajrijurXaxai xoO Dvtjtoo xaxa Jtav §ai>xo, xal oi) pivei fxovov ddavaxov, xal xo dyEvrjxov 
yivo^svov rccog xvy%av£i ov, tog xal xo dfiEpurrov auxf}g fiEQi^dfXEVov). 

6. Priscianus, Metaphrasis 32,13-19; translation (slightly modified) by Steel, The Chang¬ 
ing Self, 57. 

7. Steel notes that Priscianus uses the term parathraudmenos to describe the "breaking" 
of the soul's essence when it projects outwardly into a body (DA 220, 2-15). This reflects 
Plato's use of parathrauo to describe the "breaking up" of the soul's wings in its descent into 
a body ( Phaed . 248d); Steel, The Changing Self 59 n. 24. 

8. This passage begins with the phrase: cog xal xco Ia^pXixco xfl 16191 ri£Qh|mxfjg 
jrgay^atEt^ 6oxei (DA 240, 37-38). 

9. DA 241, 7-10. Text: eiftoyov dpa paXXov bk dvayxaiov oi) xrjv £v£Qyeiav (ndvrjv, akXa 

xal tfjv oirolav xfjg xal auxrjv xfjv dxQOxdxriv, trig /msxEQag qpr|^tt, 6iatpoQEicrfrai Jtcog 

xat xakaoftai xal aiov ijcp^&veiv iv ;i()6g id (Mtepa VEtum, 
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untouched. For Plotinus, the diverse activities attributed to the soul 
were merely accidental and somatic accretions which do not implicate 
the souTs unfallen ousia, 10 For Iamblichus, they do. In embodiment the 
ousia , in fact, becomes ousiai, for in accord with the energeia-reveals-ousia 
formula, the multiplicity of the energeiai and dunameis reflect a multiplic¬ 
ity of ousiai. Consequently, Iamblichus speaks of the essences {ousiai) of 
the soul, 11 and Priscianus, following him, says: "The definition of these 
matters is difficult because in truth the soul is one and many in essence" (DA 
14, 7-8). 

The soul endured such paradox because of its cosmogonic function as 
the mean between extremes. Remaining and proceeding were essential 
modes of the souTs existence, and if it were truly to function as a mean 
its essence could not remain stable and unchanging. The loss of the 
soul's unity and stability caused it to suffer, but this was the soul's way 
to participate in the activity of the Demiurge, To deny diversity to the 
soul would deny its role in cosmogenesis where it bestowed coherence 
and unity to the chaos and diversity of generated life. However, because 
it was a human soul with weakened measures of coherence, it experi¬ 
enced this demiurgy as a kind of self-alienation and dismemberment. 
The souTs demiurgic unity, ironically, was available to it only through 
the act of self-division. 

Among the hierarchy of immortal entities, the human soul possessed 
the greatest degree of "otherness" (heterotes). This caused it to identify 
with what was other to itself, and the corporeal body became the context 
of its self-alienation. Priscianus 12 says: "Our soul remains one and is 

10. Cf. Enn. I, 1, 7, 1-7 where Plotinus says the soul does not descend but extends a 
"sort of light" (; tis hoios phos) to animate a body, and Enn , VI, 4,15,14-17, where he says the 
soul does not incarnate but only exudes a "warmth" (thermasia) or "illumination" (ellampsis) 
whose "trace" (ichnos) animates the composite life. It should be noted that Iamblichus 
similarly states in the DM (35, 8-12) that the soul undergoes no pathos in its embodiment. 
However, this does not contradict the Iamblichean teachings preserved by Priscianus, for 
the pathos discussed at DM 35 is one imposed on the soul from without, as upon perishable 
creatures. Unlike them, the soul is cause of its own pathos as a composite entity (DM 35,11- 
12), and this agrees with Iamblichus's description of the soul as autokinesis and therefore 
not subject to the sensible alterations of poieinipaschein (DM 12, 6-11). 

11. DCMS 13, 11; 43, 9; see Steel, The Changing Self n. 36. 

12. I have quoted Priscianus here (and elsewhere) as paraphrasing Iamblichus's teach¬ 
ing even where he does not explicitly mention Iamblichus. In the case of the doctrine that 
the ousia of the soul is changed in embodiment one may be sure that Priscianus is, indeed, 
reporting Iamblichus's position; not only because it is explicitly attributed to Iamblichus 
elsewhere, but because it was dearly not the position adopted by Priscianus himself. 
Following Proclus, Priscianus believed that the incarnate soul was changed only on the 
level of its acts, not its essence. See DA 19, 16—27 with Steel's translation and discussion, 
The Changing Self 59. 
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multiplied at the same time in its inclination to the body; it neither 
remains purely nor is changed entirely, but somehow it both remains 
and proceeds from itself, and when it is made other to itself the sameness 
with itself is made faint/' 13 The soul was self-alienated in embodiment, 14 
even to the point of having its existence constituted by its descent to the 
generated world, 15 yet, as Priscianus explains, "it can never become 
entirely self-alienated or it would cease to be soul." 16 As Steel puts it: "the 
soul only remains itself because it ceaselessly proceeds from itself and, at 
the same time, returns to itself." 17 

Iamblichus's definition of the soul was received by his successors in 
significantly different ways. Proclus, despite following Iamblichus in his 
teaching that the soul descends entirely in embodiment, 18 could not 
accept that the highest part of the soul, its ousia, is changed when the 
soul animated a body. Proclus employed Iamblichus's own principle of 
mediating terms to argue that the eternal ousia of the soul cannot un¬ 
dergo temporal change. Using a triadic division, Proclus placed the hu¬ 
man soul between the extremes of (a) that which is eternal in substance 
and activity; and (b) that which is temporal in substance and activity. The 
soul, therefore, was (a) and (b), that which is eternal in substance but 
temporal in activity. 19 Proclus says: "every participated soul has an eter¬ 
nal substance but a temporal activity," 20 which seems to resolve the 
tension and contradiction in Iamblichus's view by preserving the ousia of 
the soul from the changes endured in its energeia . Yet, in doing this, 
Proclus splits the soul and returns to the position of Plotinus, for what 
else is the soul's eternal and unchanging ousia if not an undescended 
soul? 

Damascius, on the other hand, accepted Iamblichus's definition of the 
soul and explained the paradox of change in the soul's ousia with a 
Pythagorean reading of Aristotle's distinction of specific and individual 
identity. According to Aristotle, perishable entities such as plants and 

13. DA 223, 28-32. Text: ptot yaQ ofloa f| fj f|pex£(>a, f| Xoyixf| qpripi, apa te p£vei 
pta xai TtXrjfruvExai ev rrj au)pa gojtfj, ovxe pevotioa xadaotfxe ££iaxap 8 vr) 
TEavreXa>s, aXka xai p&vouoa nr\ xal TCQoiovoa dup’ eavxrjg nai xa> fcxEQoiovoftai jtQog eauxfjv 
apuSgoiioa rf|v izqo<; lauxrjv xauxonita. 

14. DA 223, 26. Text: . . , oXXoxquoBev < 6 e> did xf]v 8 §a> ^ojttjv iavzov. 

15. DA 241, 9-10. Text: . . . xal olov 'uqpi^dvsiv £v xf) Jtgog xa deiixeea vetiaei. 

16. DA 241, 10-11. Text: . . . ov JtavxeXwg £avxfjg ^lioxapdv'nv (oi>dfc yd q dv EpevEv exl 

17. Steel, The Changing Self, 66. 

18. Proclus: The Elejnents of Theology (ET), 2d ed., revised text with trans. intro., and 
comm, by E. R. Dodds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), propositions 209-11. 

19. ET, props. 106-7; quoted by Steel, The Changing Self 70. 

20. £T, prop. 191; p. 166, 26-27 (Dodds). 
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animals possess immortality and identity in their species but not as 
individuals ( De Anima 415b, 2-9), for any entity whose essence changes 
does not remain the same individual. Thus, if the human soul were 
changed in its essence it would lose its immortal identity Damascius 
solved this dilemma by asserting that "the essence of the human soul is 
the mean between that which endures specifically ( kat' eidos) and that 
which endures individually (kat' arithmon; Dub. et Sol. II, 263, 12), which 
is another way of saying that the soul is both mortal and immortal. 

According to Damascius, the Platonic definition of the soul as "self- 
moved" (autokinesis) led directly to the contradictions seen in Iam¬ 
blichus's position. The soul was kinesis in that its essence was "moved" 
and endured "change," yet it was autos in that the soul "endured" the 
change, for change itself could have no meaning without a fixed point of 
reference. Self-change, however, does not mean that there are two parts 
of the soul, a stable element and a moveable element. In the De Mysteriis 
Iamblichus argued that the autokinesis of the soul was "a simple essential 
movement that subsists from itself and not in relation to another" (DM 
12, 8-9). Damascius developed this point at length in order to prove that 
"self-moved" (autokinesis) indicates that "both moved and mover are the 
same being" (Dub, et Sol. II, 263, 12). The soul, he says, "both changes 
itself and is always being changed, thus, it possesses its being precisely 
by always changing its own essence" (Dub. et SoL II, 263, 12-14). 

The preservation of the soul's identity in Damascus's definition is 
indicated by the word "always" (aei). Iamblichus used this term in a 
technical sense in his Parmenides commentary to indicate how Motion 
(kinesis) and Rest (stasis) were combined into one idea (hen eidos) at the 
level of the second hypothesis (Farm. 146a). 21 In the human soul 
Damascius called this combination of auto-kinesis , the eidos tes huparxeds 
of the soul, and he again credited Iamblichus for distinguishing between 
huparxis —which is the principle of the soul's determination—and ousia, 
which is its determined essence (Dub. et Sol I, 132, 12-23; cf. I, 312, 4- 
28). The eidos tes huparxeds of Damascius and Iamblichus was not con¬ 
ceived as a deeper substrate (ousia) of the soul but as its pre-essence , the 
presence of the One that revealed itself as autokinesis , self-change. If this 
eidos were simply a higher essence then the changes of the soul would be 
accidental, not essential. The peculiar characteristic of the human soul, 

21. Iamblichus says: "So then Motion is permanent (stationary) in the process of being 
in motion (for it will always be in motion), while Rest will be extended in its being at rest 
(for it in turn will always be at rest) inasmuch as Motion will not allow Rest to, as it were, 
drop off to sleep, while Rest will not permit Motion to 'jump out of its skin / In this way the 
notion of 'always' is essentially bound up with both being at rest and being in motion"; see 
In Farm., frag. 8 , 13-16, in Dillon, trans.. Iambiichi Chatcidensis , 218-19. 
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however, was that it preserved its identity "by always changing its own 

essence." 22 

Damascius attempted to explain this change by comparing the soul's 
aetheric body to a sponge. For Damascius, as for Iamblichus, the soul's 
sphericity was the sign of its illumination. Damascius says: 

Like a sponge, the soul loses nothing of its being but simply 
becomes rarifed or densified. Just so does the immortal body of 
the soul remain individually the same, but sometimes it is made 
more spherical and sometimes less, sometimes it is filled with 
divine light and sometimes with the stains of generative acts, and 
as its life undergoes some essential change so also the soul itself, 
while remaining what it is, is changed in itself and by itself. (Dub. 
et Sol. II, 255, 7-12) 

"Sometimes," Damascius says, "the soul is tied essentially to the Gods, 
sometimes to mortal creatures" (Dub. et Sol. II, 255, 25-26), yet following 
Iamblichus, Damascius said it never loses its identity as soul. Like the 
sponge the soul could be filled with divine light and "established in the 
essence of the sun" (Dub. et Sol. II, 255, 7), or it could lose the light as well 
as its spherical shape in the darkness of generative impulses. 

Damascius concluded that the soul cannot be split into higher and 
lower parts. Its autokinesis is, as Iamblichus said, haplous, "a simple essen¬ 
tial movement" (DM 12, 6-9), yet when the soul extends its secondary 
powers (deuterai dunameis) into a corporeal body its essence divides and 
the soul identifies with its animated parts. Although immortal and di¬ 
vine, the soul becomes a mortal creature. 

This last point is of crucial importance and is arguably Iamblichus's 
raison d'etre for theurgy. According to Iamblichus, it was the entire soul 
that changed in embodiment, both its rational and irrational powers, 
and, just as significantly, it was the entire soul that remained immortal, 
both its rational and irrational powers. In his Phaedo commentary Damas¬ 
cius lists the Platonists who share this position: "Some consider immor¬ 
tality to extend from the rational soul as far as to the irrational soul, 

22. DA 263, 13. According to Iamblichus, the huparxis of the soul was the active presence 
of the One, experienced by the soul in the form of "lights" (phota) or "illuminations" 
(iUampses) (DM 117, 2). Pierre Hadot notes that Damascius explains huparxis etymologically 
as hupo + archein , so that huparxis was the soul's anterior principle, and therefore not to be 
included within the order of which it is principle; P. Hadot, "L'Etre et 1'fitant dans le Neopla- 
tonisme," Revue de Theologie et de Philosophic 2 (1973): 109-13. This follows the principle 
outlined by Iamblichus in DCMS 15, 10-15 where he says that the One and the Many are 
principles of beings and not yet the kind of beings of which they are archai. 



among the older are Xenocrates and Speusippus, of the more recent are 
Iamblichus and Plutarch. ' ,23 Proclus, on the other hand, restricted immor¬ 
tality to the rational soul ( logismos ), which was consistent with his view 
that only the energeiai of souls undergo change (hence mortality), not 
their ousiai (In Phaed. 177, 5; trans. Westerink). This was also consistent 
with Proclus's view that each soul has three vehicles (ochemata): (1) the 
fleshy vehicle, (2) the pneumatic vehicle, drawn from the planetary ele¬ 
ments, and (3) the universal and divine vehicle. 24 For Proclus, as well as 
for Porphyry, only the divine body was immortal whereas the pneumatic 
body had a limited immortality relative to its degree of purity; when 
entirely purified it ceased to exist. Since Porphyry followed Plotinus in 
his belief that part of the soul was undescended, he held that theurgic 
rituals were necessary only for cleansing the lower soul and its pneu¬ 
matic vehicle, for the undescended soul would need no purification (De 
regressu animae 27, 21-28, 15). Although Proclus says that the souTs ousia 
was unchanged (hence, somehow undescended), he nevertheless fol¬ 
lowed Iamblichus's view that theurgy was necessary even at the highest 
levels. This may indicate that he had a different conception of theurgy 
than Iamblichus, or that his understanding of theurgy was inconsistent 
with his teachings on the extent of the soul's fall and the three 
ochemata. 25 For Iamblichus, the pneuma of the soul could be filled with 
divine light, where it truly became augoeides (DM 132, 11-13) or dark¬ 
ened by generative affections and lose its sphericity, yet—like Dama¬ 
scus's sponge—it remained the same vehicle. 26 


23. In Phaed . 177, 3-5, in L. G. Westerink, trans. and ed. The Greek Commentaries on 
Plato's Phaedo , vol. 2, Damascius (New York: North-Holland, 1977), 106-9. Cf. Blumen- 
thal's discussion, "Some Problems About Body and Soul in Later Pagan Neoplatonism: Do 
They Follow a Pattern," In Platonismus und Christentum: Festschrift fiir Heinrich Dorrie , 80-81. 
It is interesting that Damascius says Plotinus extended immortality "as far as to nature," 
but Westerink says this should be taken as referring to the immortality of the "World Soul" 
present in nature; Westerink, Greek Commentaries , 107. 

24. See ET, 319-21. Cf. J. Trouillard, "Reflexions sur VOCHEMA dans les 'Elements de 
Theologie de Proclos/ " Revue des Etudes Grecques 70 (1957): 102-7. 

25. For a discussion of Proclus's views on the ochemata and the "parts" of the soul, see 
Westerink, Greek Commentaries 2:108 n. 5; R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London: Duckworth, 
1972), 108; Dillon, trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis , 373. 

26. Ilsetraut Hadot has attempted to make Iamblichus's position agree with that of 
Proclus by reading an implicit doctine of "three" ochemata in the De Mysteriis and the De 
Anima fragments: (1) the vehicle of the flesh, (2) the pneumatic vehicle "relatively" immor¬ 
tal and subject to fate, and (3) the vehicle of the noetic soul; I. Hadot, Le probleme , 98-106. 
Dillon notes, however, that the soul subject to fate (DM 269, 1-12) is never described as 
"mortal, merely that it is subject to Fate" (lamblichi Chalcidensis 375). Blumenthai is correct, 
therefore, when he says that Proclus had "two" subtle vehicles and Iamblichus only "one" 
because Iamblichus held that both the rational and irrational parts of the soul were immor- 
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Iamblichus was reluctant to separate the rational from the irrational 
parts of the soul: the logismos from the thumos and epithumia . Again, 
following Aristotle, who rejected Plato's tripartite division of the soul 
(Rep. 435-41), which identified each "part" with a "place" in the body 
(Tim. 69; cf. Aristotle, De Anima 414a, 29; 411b, 5), Iamblichus says the 
soul is a simple essence (ousiu) with several powers (dunumeis), and when 
it incarnates it does so as an integral whole. 27 According to Iamblichus, 
Plato spoke of the soul ambivalently, sometimes defining it as "essen¬ 
tially tripartite" and sometimes as an "undivided essence of life having 
many powers and properties in one identity" (see Stob. I, 368, 23-369, 2; 
369,1). Although Plato's language varied, Iamblichus believed that Plato 
understood the soul to be a simple unity with three powers, and the 
discrepancy with Aristotle on this issue was merely semantic. Iambli¬ 
chus says: "In short, part differs from power in that part (meros) presents 
to our mind an otherness of essence (ousias heterotes) while power 
(dunamis) suggests a creative or productive distinction in the same sub¬ 
ject." 28 For Iamblichus, the soul's thumos , epithumia and logismos be¬ 
longed to one immortal subject, but in embodiment they all verged to 
the mortal body and were rejoined with the gods only by theurgy. 29 


tal while Procltis granted immortality only to the rational soul; Blumenthal, "Some Prob¬ 
lems," S3. I disagree with Blumenthal, however, when he says the theurgical rites relevant 
to the pneumatic body were the result of Iamblichus's inability to grasp Porphyry's views 
(84), and his description of theurgy as a "dubious" aid to ascend to the gods is itself 
dubious since Blumenthal has misconstrued theurgy as "a system for operating on the gods" 
(84; my emphasis). 

27. Stob. I, 367, 10-17; see Festugi£re's commentary. La Rev. 3:190-91. 

28. Stob. I, 369, 2-4. On Iamblichus believing his position reflected the view of Plato, 
see Stob. I, 367, 12-14. 

29. Iamblichus's position may be illustrated in Sallustius's discussion of the three parts/ 
powers of the soul and the virtue associated with each: "The excellence (arete) of reason 
(logos) is wisdom (phronesis), of spirit (thumos) courage (andreia), of desire (epithumia) tem¬ 
perance (sophrosune), of the whole soul, justice (dikaiosune)." In other words, each aspect of 
the soul had its proper and necessary function, without which the entire soul could never 
be "just." See A. D. Nock, ed. and trans., Sallustius, Concerning the Gods and the Universe 
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1966), 20, 16-17. 




Descending to 
Apotheosis 


The divine is joined with 
itself. . . 


In her,classic study, Le Dualisme chez Platon, le Gnostiques et les Mani - 
(Mens , 1 'Simone Petrement characterizes dualism as follows: "In religions 
and philosophies where it appears, dualism seems tied to the belief in a 
transcendent, to an unknown which is not simply not yet known, to an 
invisible which is not simply not yet seen, but to that which essentially 
goes beyond anything seen and known" (3). Although Iamblichus was 
not a dualist, this definition is perfectly applicable to his theurgical Plato¬ 
nism. Petrement's thesis is that genuine experiences of transcendence 
occur beyond one's understanding and that these ruptures in the conti¬ 
nuity of consciousness lead naturally to the postulation of a "two-world" 
cosmology. "To speak of two worlds," she says, "is to speak of total 
change" (8). Petrement argues convincingly that cosmological dualism is 
rooted in experiential dualism and that soteriology necessarily precedes 
cosmology. In this I believe she is correct, but for Iamblichus the dualism 
that derives from a transcendent rupture: "[when] the soul exchanges 
one life for another [and] entirely abandons its former existence" (DM 
270, 17-19), did not produce a cosmological dualism but a psychological 

1. (Paris: Presses Uruversitaries de France, 1947). 


108 


The Nature of the Embodied Soul 


Descending to Apotheosis 


109 


one. lamblichus differed from his Platonic predecessors because he be¬ 
lieved the dualism experienced by the soul was caused by its mediating 
function, linking the oppositions of same and other, unified and di¬ 
vided, immortal and mortal. lamblichus spoke of the soul's "two lives" 
(Stob. I, 371, 6-8), "two powers" ( Stob . I, 368, 1-6), and "two activities" 
(Sfofr. I, 371, 5-8), and in the De Mysteriis he cited Hermetic teachings 
stating that man has "two souls," one subject to fate and the other above 
fate resting in the noetic world. (DM 269, 1-270, 12). Yet lamblichus 
qualified this description of a noetic and seemingly undescended soul by 
saying that it was the vehicle of theurgic apotheosis (DM 270,11-12) and 

thus beyond reach of the embodied soul. The Iamblichean soul had two 
* 

lives, but because of its embodied condition it could only know one. The 
higher life received in theurgy was an epistemological impossibility for 
the embodied soul. Its divine life came from the gods as other to the soul 
even if it expressed the soul's truest identity. 

Can lamblichus's paradoxical psychology still be considered a genuine 
form of Platonism? Porphyry's letter to Anebo challenged lamblichus to 
answer this question, and the De Mysteriis was a philosophical apology 
for a discipline that claimed to transcend philosophy. Yet it was lambli¬ 
chus's skill as philosopher that makes his defense of theurgy convincing, 
for in his reply to Porphyry, lamblichus used standard Platonic argu¬ 
ments to support the practice of theurgy. 2 

According to lamblichus, every human soul contained the ineffable 
presence of the One. By definition this presence was unknowable and 
would thus satisfy Petrement's demand for the ineffability of an other. 
This ineffable presence was the functional equivalent of Plotinus's unde¬ 
scended soul, a point Zintzen makes when he says that lamblichus 
translated Plotinus's noetics into theurgical terminology. 3 Yet I would 
argue that the reason for this translation and the difference in their 
psychologies was due, not only to the greater influence of Aristotle on 
lamblichus but more important, to lamblichus's different understanding 
of salvation. The psychologies of Plotinus and lamblichus were coherent 
with their soteriologies, and these, I believe, derived from their attempts 
to make sense of transcendent experiences. Armstrong distinguishes 
Plotinus's doctrine of the undescended soul from the Iamblichean view 
of the soul based on this experiential criterion: 

2. B. D. Larsen has demonstrated that lamblichus's method in the De Mysteriis was 
entirely philosophic and Platonic; see Jamblique de Chalcis: Exegtte et philosophe (Aarhus: 
Universitetforlaget, 1972), 165-76. 

3. Clemens Zintzen, "Bemerkungen zum Aufstiegsweg der Seele in Jamblichs De 

Mysteriis." In Piatonismus und Christentum: Festschrift fur Heinrich Dorrie, ed. H. D. Blume 

and F. Mann (Munster: Aschendorff, 1983), 319. 



I believe that Origen, lamblichus, Augustine, Proclus and the rest 
who disagreed with Plotinus on this point were aware of and 
experienced themselves as one person. Plotinus, on the other hand, on 
the strength of his own experience, knew perfectly well that he 
was two people ... a rightful inhabitant of the world of pure 
intelligence . . . [and] here below, body-bound and immersed in 
earthly concerns and desires. 4 

The "one person" that lamblichus knew himself to be and that he 
described in the De Anima and the De Mysteriis was the completely 
descended soul identified with its particular mortal body. Indeed, the 
self- consciousness of any soul was rooted in this identification, and the 
rigorous limitations that lamblichus imposed on the soul were not, pace 
Armstrong, necessarily due to his lack of transcendent experiences but 
from his concern that they be received properly and not confused with 
"body-bound" matters. Porphyry, for example, had claimed that Plo¬ 
tinus achieved henosis with the One "four" times ( Vita Plot. 23). This, of 
course, would have made no sense to lamblichus, or even to Plotinus, 
for a henosis that can be enumerated or even known could not be a true 
henosis. It was precisely this kind of counterfeit spirituality that Iambli- 
chus opposed by distinguishing the human activity of philosophy from 
the divine activity of theurgy. In one sense, lamblichus's emphasis on 
the ineffability of theurgy was not even a theurgical issue, but a philo¬ 
sophical one, to correct the kind of thinking that fails to distinguish 
between the content of a discursive statement and its evocative and 
iconic power. 5 That lamblichus would have questioned the authenticity 
of Plotinus's mystical experience is unlikely, but he certainly disagreed 
with the manner in which Plotinus explained it. 6 

Plotinus retained a Middle Platonic conception of matter as evil. He 
understood the dualism experienced by the soul to be caused by matter; 
once cleansed of material accretions, the soul immediately realized its 
divinity. For Plotinus the soul's division was not essential but accidental, 
caused by matter and the dualistic cosmos, but for lamblichus the soul's 
dividedness was integral to its essence; it could never grasp the undi¬ 
videdness through which it participated in the divine. Therefore, Iam- 

4. Armstrong, "Tradition, Reason and Experience in the Thought of Plotinus," in 
Plotinian and Christian Studies 17 (London: Variorum Reprints, 1979), 189-90; from Atti del 
Convegno intemationale sul tema: Plotinus e it Neoplatonismo in Oriente e in Occidente (Rome, 
1970). 

5. Cf. J. M. P. Lowry, The Logical Principles of Proclus' STOICHEIOSIS THEOLOG1KE as 
Systematic Ground of the Cosmos (Amsterdam: Rodolpi, 1980), 20-21. 

6 . Cf. Lowry, Logical Principles, 14-25. 
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blichus shifted Platonic soteriology from an intellectual to a ritual askesis . 
What the embodied soul could never know, it could, nevertheless, per¬ 
form in conjunction with the gods. As discursive, however, the mind 
remained enantios , barred from union with the gods. 

The goal of theurgy was to awaken the soul to the presence of the One 
that it bore unknowingly. And, by means of the very images that bound 
the soul to its generative life, theurgy released the soul from their grip. 
Theurgic ritual transformed the soul's somatic, emotional, and intellec¬ 
tual identity through "symbols" ( sumbola ) and "tokens" ( sunthemata ) that 
united the soul with the Demiurge (DM 97, 4-8; 97, 16-17; 209, 14-19; 
65, 6-9; 136, 2-8). However, what the Demiurge contained simulta¬ 
neously (DM 141, 10-13), each soul had to integrate over the course of 
its life and lives, and because the soul had distributed its powers into 
generated life, its salvation had to include all the mortal activities with 
which it was identified. The soul's return to the divine, therefore, de¬ 
manded that it ritually reenact cosmogenesis. 

Since theurgic symbols transmitted the power of the demiurgic Nous 
they functioned much like the Platonic Forms by enforming matter (DM 
65, 6-9). Yet because lamblichus and his successors saw the cosmos as 
the "most sacred temple of the Demiurge" (In Tim, I, 124, 16-22), these 
Forms also possessed an anagogic power in theurgic ritual. Only then 
did they function properly as symbols and sunthemata , Describing the 
relation of theurgic cult to cosmology lamblichus says: 

This cult, has it not been intellectually ordained from the begin¬ 
ning according to the sacred laws of the Gods? It imitates the 
order of the Gods, both the intelligible order and that in heaven. 
It possesses the eternal measures of beings and wondrous signa¬ 
tures which have been sent down here from the Demiurge and 
Father of Wholes, through which the inexpressible is revealed 
through ineffable symbols. (DM 65, 3-9) 

When the soul activated the power of these symbols their presence in 
the soul was awakened. lamblichus tells Porphyry that this occurred, for 
example, when meaningless (asema; DM 254,15) names of the gods were 
chanted. As theurgic symbols these names transcended discursive un¬ 
derstanding: "Even if they are unknowable to us, this very unknowable¬ 
ness is its most venerable aspect, for it is too excellent to be divided into 
knowledge " (DM 255, 17-256, 3). The ineffable names were already pres¬ 
ent in the soul in the form of an undivided image. lamblichus says: "We 
preserve completely in the soul the mystical and ineffable image of the 
Gods, and through these [names] we lead the soul up to the Gods and. 


Descending to Apotheosis 


111 


when elevated, we are connected with them as much as possible" (DM 
255, 17-256, 3). 

Chanting the ineffable names awakened corresponding sunthemata in 
the soul, and lamblichus says, "these sunthemata themselves do their 
own work, from themselves, and without our thinking " (DM 97, 4-5). The 
embodied soul, as intermediary, was simply the conduit through which 
the divine will in nature joined the divine will in the soul, a conjunction 
that transcended discursive consciousness. In practical terms, theurgy 
matched the images in the soul to their counterparts in nature, and 
though this demanded effort on the part of the soul, the transformative 
work was done by the images. lamblichus says: "It is the divine 
sunthemata themselves, these are the things which properly awaken the 
divine will; and thus these sunthemata of the Gods are awakened by the 
Gods themselves" (DM 97, 4-5). 

A divine name was the audible energeia of the god and when invoked 
the theurgist entered its power, joining the divine image in his soul to 
the divine itself: "For the divine, intellectual, and one in us—or if you 
prefer to call it intelligible—is clearly awakened in prayer, and being 
awakened, it vehemently yearns for its match and is joined to perfection 
itself" (DM46,13-16). Strictly speaking, theurgists did not call down the 
gods with their prayers; the gods were present already in the invocations 
(DM 47, v 6). lamblicus says: "At the moment of prayer, the divine itself is 
literally .joined with itself > and it is united with the spiritual conceptions in 
prayers but not as one thing is joined to another" (DM 47, 9-11). 

Nevertheless, it is man who prays, and the impulse to prayer was a 
crucial element in lamblichus's soteriology. Responding to Porphyry's 
criticism that man's prayers were impure and unfit to be offered to the 
divine Nous , lamblichus retorts: 

Not at all! For it is due to this very fact, because we are far inferior 
to the Gods in power, purity, and everything else, that it is of all 
things most critical that we do pray to them to the utmost! For the 
awareness of our own nothingness , when we compare ourselves to the 
Gods f makes us turn spontaneously to prayer . And from our supplica¬ 
tion, in a short time we are led up to that One to whom we pray, 
and from our continual intercourse with it we obtain a likeness to 
it, and from imperfection we are gradually embraced by divine 
perfection. (DM 47, 13-48, 4) 

When the soul fully recognized its nothingness it was stirred to pray, 
and any presumption that it had the capacity to reach the gods would 
p reven £ occurrence. Before its conjunction with the divine the human 
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soul had to recognize the unbridgeable gulf that separated it from the 
gods, and the recognition of this limitation was the only genuinely 
theurgical act that Iamblichus allowed to the soul. Instead of trying to 
reach the gods by giving them anthropomorphic characteristics (the 
Gnostics) or by giving divine characteristics to man (Plotinus) (DM 65, 
16-66, 2), Iamblichus maintained that only when the human soul fully 
accepted the unflattering reality of its rank, would it spontaneously 
(autophuds) be drawn to the gods. 

Clearly spontaneous prayer could not derive from discursive delibera¬ 
tion. It was, in fact, the energeia of the divine image in the soul yearning 
for its original. Yet to awaken this divine power the soul had to establish 
a limit (to peras) on its unlimited pretense to know {to apeiron). The soul's 
turn to prayer, in short, was the awakening of its divine sunthema. 
Iamblichus says: "If one considers that sacred prayers are sent down to 
men from the Gods themselves and that they are the sunthemata of these 
very Gods and are known only to the Gods and possess, in a manner, 
the same power as the Gods, how could anyone justly conceive this sort 
of prayer to be physical and not divine and intellectual?" (DM 4g, 5-11). 
In its unity the One of the soul was always in a state of prayer, joining 
itself to itself, yet the soul participated in this union only in moments of 
theurgy and through the medium of prayer. 

Like Plotinus, Iamblichus maintained that the soul's final goal was an 
ineffable hendsis (DM 238, 4), yet he was somewhat vague about the 
divinity with whom the soul unites. Iamblichus said the soul is united 
with "the Gods" ( hoi theoi; DM 238, 5), with the "universal Demiurge" 
(holos demiourgos; DM 292, 7), or even with the "God who transcends 
thought" (ho proennooumenos theos; DM 293, 2-3). It should be remem¬ 
bered, however, that the De Mysteriis was an apology for ritual theurgy, 
not a theological treatise, and each ritual was directed to the specific 
needs of a particular soul. A theurgist, therefore, would not attempt first 
to ascertain the "highest god" in an abstract sense and then worship it. 
The highest god for any soul in practical and theurgic terms was the god 
that ruled the elements that bound it. Therefore, Iamblichus's vagueness 
concerning divine hendsis may simply reflect his theurgic pragmatism. 
Hendsis was always relative to the deity with whom one needed to unite. 

Nevertheless, book VIII of the De Mysteriis and Iamblichus's commen¬ 
tary on the Timaeus suggest that the highest unification for a soul was 
with the pre-essential ( proousios ) Demiurge, 7 who contained the entire 

7. DM 262, 5; 291, 7. Iamblichus introduced the term proousios into Neoplatonism. The 
use of pro instead of huper, Trouillard argues, shows that the Iamblichean school was 
concerned more with the ineffable foundation of consciousness (en de^a) than in extending 



intelligible world. 8 Iamblichus distinguished this primary Demiurge 
from the secondary Demiurge who managed the generated cosmos. The 
first Demiurge was an "anterior father/' 9 "cause of all the intelligibles" 
(DM 262, 7-8), and "God of gods" (DM 262, 4). Iamblichus calls him the 
"first God and king" (DM 161, 10-11) and identified him with the Egyp¬ 
tian god Ikton, the indivisible one who holds in himself the secondary 
demiurgic gods Amon and Ptah. In mathematical terms he was simply 
the "monad from the One" (DM 262, 4-5). 

Was the One itself beyond the reach of the soul? Strictly speaking, yes. 
But according to the Parmenides the One transcended even itself; strictly 
speaking, even the One could not be one (Parmenides 141d-142). The 
complexity^ of this problem was much appreciated by the Neoplatonists. 
For them "unity" was simply a heuristic term that marked the point of 
transcendence, and its conceptual meaning was defined only by the 
particular context from which it was approached. 10 For Iamblichus, be¬ 
yond the noetic Demiurge was utter ineffability, and it was called "one" 
only by virtue of its unifying effects, all of which the Demiurge con¬ 
tained. So there was no unification higher than with the pre-essential 
Father. 


consciousness into the beyond (au dela); see J. Trouillard, "Note sur PROOUSIOS et 
PRONOIA chez Prod os," Revue des Etudes Grecques 73 (1960): 80-87. 

8 . See In Tim. II, frag. 34, in Dillon, trans.. Iambiichi Chalcidensis, 136-37, and commen¬ 
tary, 37-38 and 307-9. 

9 . DM 267, 2-4. In jamblujue; Les mysthes d f Egypt, des Places translates: "ils (les Egyp¬ 
tians 266, 10) preposant le demiurge au devenir commo un p£re du demiurge ant£rieure k 
celui-ci et distinguent la puissance vivante anterieure au del et celle qui esl dans le del." 
Scott comments: "According to the reading of the mss. the propator is ton en genesei 
demiourgos. But the meaning must have been that the Egyptians recognize a propator dis¬ 
tinct from and prior to the demiourgos ton en genesei"; see Hermetica, 4 vols., ed and trans. W. 
Scott (London: Dawsons, 1968; reprint, Boston: Shambhala, 1985), 4:71, Scott's remark is 
corroborated by Iamblichus's commentary on the Sophist (frag 1, in Dillon, trans. lamblichi 
Chalcidensis , where he distinguishes three Detniourgoi: "the sublunar Demiurge" (1, 1-2), 
"the heavenly demiurge" (1,15-16), and the "Father of Demiurges" (1,18). Dillon explains 
the fragment: "What we have in this passage is, first, a transcendent Demiurge who sends 
forth the original creative thoughts; then a heavenly Demiurge, whom one may equate 
with the neoi theoi of the Timaeus ; and finally our third Demiurge, who presides over 
generation in the realm of the Moon" (246). The propator of the DM 267, 3 is the "transcen¬ 
dent Demiurge." 

10. For an illuminating discussion of the understanding of the "one" in later Neoplato¬ 
nism, see Trouillard, La Mystagogie de Proclos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 94-108. Cf. 
the discussion following Beierwaltes's essay "Das Problem der Erkenntnis bei Proklos," in 
Entretiens, 186-90. There the notion of hendsis and to en hemin hen is discussed in connection 
with the degree of unity afforded the soul in its unio mystica. Beierwaltes, like Trouillard, 
denies that hendsis implies that the soul achieves an "absolute Identitat" with the One. 
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Iamblichus maintained that regardless of the degree of the soul's as¬ 
cent it must always remain soul Therefore, the soul's conjunction with 
the divine was never an absolute identity of soul and god but a unifica¬ 
tion of the will and activity of the soul with the will and activity of the 
Demiurge, Describing this conjunction Iamblichus says: 


When the theurgic art has united the soul successively to the 
orders of the universe and to all the divine powers that pervade 
them, it leads it up to the Creator in his entirety and deposits it 
there w r ith him, outside of all matter, uniting the soul with the one 
eternal Logos , Specifically, what I mean is this: theurgy joins the 
soul with the Self-Begotten, Self-Moving, and All-Sustaining Pow¬ 
ers, then with the Intellectual Power which arranges the cosmos, 
with the Anagogic Power leading to Intelligible Truth, with the 
Self-Perfect and Creative Powers, and with all other demiurgic 
powers of this God in order that the theurgic soul may be per¬ 
fectly established in the activities , thoughts and creations of these 
powers. Then, indeed, it establishes the soul in the Creator God 
in his entirety. And this is the goal of the hieratic ascent according 
to the Egyptians. 11 

The soul was established in the gods by taking part in their activities, 
that is to say, in their theurgies, for only by entering the activity of the 
Demiurge could the soul remain within the eternal logos that held the 
divine worlds together. Souls who entered this company became "com¬ 
panions of the gods" at which time Iamblichus says, "the aetheric and 
luminous pneuma, which surrounds the soul, is divested of all genera¬ 
tive impulses" (DM 239, 9-11). 

Iamblichus explicitly rejected the idea that the soul achieves an abso¬ 
lute union with the divine. In the De Anima he contrasted the view of the 
Ancients (i.e., .theurgists), 12 who denied absolute unification, with the 
view of Numenius (and by implication Plotinus), who affirmed it. 
Iamblichus says: 

Numenius appears to maintain that there is unification and identity 
without distinction of the soul with its principles, but the Ancients 
maintain that the soul is united white remaining distinct as an essence. 

11. DM 292, 5-18. W. Scott suggests that the eight Powers mentioned by Iamblichus 
(Abammon) refer to specific Egyptian gods and the order of initiation among Egyptian 
priests. See Scott, ed. and trans. Hermetica, 4:97-99. 

12. Presbuteroi ( Stob. 1, 458, 6); palaioi, (458,18). 



Numenius compares it to a "resolution" ( analusis ) but the An¬ 
cients to an "association" (suntaxis) and while the former used the 
terms "unification with no distinction of parts," the latter say it is 
a "unification with distinction of parts." (Stob. I, 458, 3-8) 

This forms part of Iamblichus's explanation of the rewards given to the 
purified soul after death. It is germane because theurgy, like death, 
separated the soul from its embodied identity and caused it to experi¬ 
ence post-mortem purifications and rewards. 13 Therefore, Iamblichus's 
description of liberated souls in the De Anima concurs with his descrip¬ 
tion of theurgic souls in the De Mysteriis. Like theurgists, divinized souls 
after death share in the creation and preservation of the cosmos. Con¬ 
trasting the more theurgic view of the Ancients with the Platonists, 
Iamblichus savs: 

According to the Ancients, the souls freed from generation co¬ 
administer the cosmos with the Gods, but according to the 
Platonists they contemplate their divine hierarchy. And in the same 
way, according to the Ancients, liberated souls create the cosmos 
together with the angels , but according to the Platonists they accom¬ 
pany them in the circular journey. (Stob. I, 458, 17-21) 

* 

Theurgic henosis was not a beatific repose but an active embodiment and 
beneficent sharing of beatitude in cosmogenesis. After all, unification in 
the will of the Demiurge was a unification in the divine generosity 
(aphthonos; Tim , 29e) that creates the cosmos. To remain above with the 
Demiurge, souls had to descend demiurgically in the act of creation. 

When the soul was liberated it joined the circulation of angels and 
archangels "united in mind" 14 with the Demiurge. The soul performed 


13. That theurgy may be seen to culminate in a kind of "voluntary death" is implied in 
Proclus's remark that "in the most mystic of all consecrations (en te mustikotate ton teleton) 
the theurgists order the whole body to be buried except for the head" (Th, PL IV, 30, 19, 
trans. and ed. H. D. Saffrey and L. G. Westerink [Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1981]). See 
Saffrey's discussion of this passage, 135-36; and Hans Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , 
ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 204-7. Damascius, in his catalogue of 
"deaths," refers to a "supernatural ( huperphues ) death by dissolution of the elements, in 
other words, the deaths which many theurgists have died" (In Phaed. II, 149, 7-8). This 
form of "voluntary death" (hekousiolfs thanatos ) Damascius calls "setting the soul free in the 
most divine way" (149, 12-13); See In Phaed . II, trans. L. G. Westerink, in The Greek 
Commentaries on Plato*s Phaedo , vol. 2: Damascius (New York: North-Holland, 1977), 368-69. 

14. For Iamblichus the term homonoetikos describes the noetic concord that is the 
culmination of all theurgy (DM 294, 5). Cosmologically, it is also the term that describes 
the perfect concord of demiurgic powers in the orders of creation (DM 23, 5), as well as 
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its cosmogonic round in the luminous and spheric body gained after a 
life of theurgic purification. Yet this final body of the soul was identical to 
its first body created in the beginning by the Demiurge. To become a 
"companion" (sunopados) of the gods (Phaedrus 248c), the soul had to 
reenter its first ochema at the moment of creation. According to Iam¬ 
blichus, this vehicle was a microcosm, "produced from the entire 
aether . . . which possesses a generative power." 15 Yet its recovery de¬ 
manded a laborious reharmonizing of the "numerous pegs" ( puknoi 
gomphoi; Tim . 43a, 4) that bound the soul to its body. It is significant that 
Iamblichus equates these bonds with the "reason-principles of Nature" 
(hoi phusikoi logoi ); 16 "binding" is an accurate description of the soul's 
unknowing bestowal of divine logoi to the world. In theurgy these logoi 
were ritually realigned with their divine principles and the soul was 
translated to its luminous ochema as if to its "first birth" (prote genesis). 17 
The soul's ascent to the rank of an angel was therefore experienced as a 
descent into its first vehicle at the moment of creation. This was consis¬ 
tent with the Neoplatonic paradox that the return (epistrophe) to the One 
manifests the procession (prohodos) of Ideas from the One. Only tempo¬ 
ral experience and discursive thought separated the procession from the 
return. 18 Theurgy overcame this and allowed the soul to rfeturn to the 
gods by embodying the eternal measures (metra aidia) which continually 
proceed from them (DM 65, 6). 

The noetic simultaneity of prohodos and epistrophe was also reflected in, 
the salvation of the soul although it was extended over time: 

* • 

From their first descent God sent souls here in order that they 
might return again to him. Therefore there isn't any change [in 
the divine will] on account of this sort of [theurgic] ascent, nor do 
the descents and ascents of souls oppose each other. For just as in 
the entire cosmos generation and this world below are conjoined 
with the Intellectual Essence, so in the order of souls, their concern 
for generated lives is in concord with their liberation from generation. 
(DM 272, 10-15) 


the condition of the human soul when it has been assimilated to these powers ( Stob . I, 
456, 24). 

15. In Tim . IV, frag. 84, 4-5, in Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis, 196-97. 

16. In Tim . IV, frag. 86, 5, in Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis , 198-99. 

17. In Tim. IV, frag. 85, 3, in Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis , 198-99. Cf. Tint. 41de, 

18. Henry Dumery discusses this aspect of Neoplatonic metaphysics in H. Dum6ry, 
The Problem of God in Philosophy of Religion (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1964), 96-97. 



The embodiment of the soul and its concern for generated lives was a fall 
only gQ kimg as the soul failed to limit (to peras) its ceaseless attraction to 
external phenomena (to apeiron). 19 As the soul was initiated into the 
eternal measures of the cosmos, its fall was transformed into theophany, 
revealing a demiurgic concern for genesis. 

Iamblichus and the later Platonists rejected the notion of static perfec¬ 
tion as an idol of the discursive mind. Their negative theology de¬ 
manded that even the terms "one" and "good," should not be taken 
descriptively but symbolically; that is to say, by virtue of their beneficial 
and unifying effects. As Trouillard puts it: "La bonte caracterise la cause, 
non parce qu'elle possede le bien, mais parce qu'elle la cree/' 20 In the same way, 
the highest condition for souls was not their enjoyment of divine status, 
but their bestowal of divine measurements in cosmogenesis. This made 
theourgia superior to the highest forms of theoria , and from this perspec¬ 
tive even the descent of souls into bodies was an expression of the same 
informing activity though it came at the cost of the soul's beatitude. 21 For 
although embodiment broke the soul's connection with the gods, the¬ 
urgy recovered it through a mimesis of divine action. 


19. For Iamblichus each soul is stamped with the ineffable principles of peras and 
apeiron. Metaphysically the latter is responsible for procession from the One and the 
former for return to the One. The uneducated soul described by Plato (Tim. 44) and the 
uninitiated soul described by Iamblichus are dominated by the principle of apeiron, for 
they have not yet learned to limit their powers in accord with the divine economy of the 
cosmos. In the Philebus, where peras and apeiron are investigated as cosmogonic powers, 
Plato puns on the homonym apeiron , which also means an "inexperienced one." (Phil. 
17e). The embodied soul, therefore, may properly participate in the demiurgic mixing of 
the principles peras-apeiron (Phil. 26cd) only when, through the experience of its embodi¬ 
ment, it discovers its limits. For Iamblichus, the education/initiation of the soul was 
necessarily its homologization to the demiurgic mixing of these principles, which Plato 
called the genesis eis ousian (Phil. 26dS). 

20. Trouillard, "La Joie de quitter le del," Diotima 11 (1983): 190. 

21. See Trouillard, "La joie," 191-92, and la Mystagogie , 219. 
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Eros and the 
One of the 

Soul 

There is another principle of the 
soul , . . 


Iamblichus's doctrine of the "one of the soul" provided important theo¬ 
retical support for the practice of theurgy. Because the soul carried the 
presence of the One it had the capacity to rise above itself, be homolo- 
gized to the cosmos and united with its divine cause. The fact that the 
soul possessed correspondences to the entire cosmos meant that, like 
the cosmos, it possessed a principle that preceded its multiplicity. 
Iamblichus called this principle "the one of the soul" (to hen tes psuches), 
and he identified it with the "helmsman" (kubernetes) of the Phaedrus 
who unites the soul with the Intelligibles in its celestial circuit. 1 

In his Phaedrus commentary Iamblichus described this helmsman as 
"an entity more perfect than the charioteer/' 2 yet in his Timaeus commen¬ 
tary he says that the "charioteer [not the helmsman] is the highest ele¬ 
ment in us." 3 The discrepancy in the two statements may reflect the 
difference for Iamblichus between the henological and ontological or- 

1. Dillon notes that in the phrase psuches kubernete mono theate no (Phaedrus 247c, 7-8) 
the no was not in the Platonic text used by Iamblichus and, if it were, he would have had to 
explain it away; Dillon, trans., Iamblichi Chalcidensis, 253; cf. frag. 6, pp. 96-97. 

2. In Phaedrum, frag. 6, 5-6; Dillon, trans., Iamblichi Chalcidensis , 96-97. 

3. In Tim. IV, frag. 87, 23-24; Dillon, trans., Iamblichi Chalcidensis, 200-201. 



ders. As a being in the hierarchy of souls, man's highest element was 
certainly logismos, the rational faculty, but Iamblichus distinguished be¬ 
tween an entity's being (ousia) and its huparxis . Damascius explains this 
distinction etymologically: 


[j Huparxis], as the word (hupo + archein) itself indicates, signifies 
the first principle of every hypostasis. It is, as it were, a sort of 
foundation or substructure previously established for the structure 
as a whole and for each part. . . . Huparxis is the simplicity anterior to 
all things. ... It is the One itself, which pre-exists beyond all 
things and is the cause of every ousia but is not yet itself ousia.* 


Considered essentially, the charioteer ilogismos was indeed the soul's 
highest faculty, but ^-essentially the helmsman /huparxis or "one of the 
soul" was its highest element. Strictly speaking, the "one of the soul" 
was not part of the soul but was present to it in a pre-essential way, just 
as the One was present to all hypostases as their pre-essential cause. 5 

Iamblichus explains that the helmsman is called a "spectator" (theatef) 
of the supercelestial realm, "not to signify that it directs its gaze on this 
object of intellection as being other than it (kath' heteroteta), but that it is 
united with it (henoutai auto) and appreciates it on that level ... for it is 
the essential nature of the "one of the soul" to be united with the 
Gods/' 6 Theurgy was the embodied realization of this union, for in 
theurgy the "one of the soul" united with the hypercosmic gods just as 
the "helmsman" joined the disembodied soul to the supercelestial 
realm. Iamblichus said the soul was capable of this unification "[because] 
there subsists in its very essence an innate knowledge (emphutos gnosis) 
of the Gods" (DM 7, 13-14). Iamblichus admits that he uses the term 
gnosis inexactly, for the highest aspect of the soul could not possibly 
"know" the gods any more then the helmsman could "see" them. Defin¬ 
ing this innate knowledge Iamblichus says: 

[It] subsists in our very essence, is superior to all judgment and 
choice, and exists prior to reason and demonstration. From the 
beginning it is united to its proper cause and is established with 
the soul's essential desire (ephesis) for the Good. But if one must 

4. Damascus, Dub . et Sol I, ed. C. A. Ruelle (Paris: 1889; reprint, Brussels: Culture et 
Civilisation, 1964). Translated from the Greek by P. Hadot, "L'Etre et L'Etant dans le 
N£oplatonisme," Revue de THtologie et de Philosophic (1973): 110-11. The same principle was 
articulated already by Iamblichus in the DCMS 15, 6-14. 

5. Cf, the prooHsios pater of DM 262, 6. 

6. In Phaedrum , frag. 6, 2-6, in Dillon, trans., Iamblichi Chalcidensis, 96-97. 
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speak the truth , contact with the divine is not knowledge. For knowl¬ 
edge is separated [from its object] by otherness. But, prior to the 
act of knowing another as being, itself, "other," there exists a 
spontaneous [. . .] uniform conjunction suspended from the 

Gods. 7 

It is a contact, Iamblichus says, established by the gods, and the soul's 
very existence depended on it, "for we are enveloped in it, even more, 
we are filled by it, and our existence itself we possess by "knowing" 
(i eidenai) the Gods" (DM 8, 11-13). This essence-making knowledge, like 
the gaze of the helmsman, is not of one to another; it is a unifying 
contact. And since the "principles (archai) of reason and life" (DM 9, 6) 
can never be grasped by the orders they establish, it is through the soul's 
preconceptual contact with the gods that it sees and knows them. 

Des Places has noted the influence of Plato's Phaedrus on the De 
Mysteriis and points to Iamblichus's direct borrowing of words and 
phrases. 8 In his explanation of the soul's innate knowledge of the gods 
Iamblichus says: "Indeed, it seems (eoiketo de) that with the eternal com¬ 
panions of the Gods is fitted an inborn ( sumphutos) perception of their 
Lords" (DM 9,10-11). The terms eoiketo de and sumphutos were also used 
by Plato in his description of souls who are joined to the gods in their 
celestial round ( Phaedrus 246a, 5), and though (unlike Iamblichus) Plato 
used sumphutos to describe the unity of the vehicle and rider and not 
their contact with the supercelestial realm, Iamblichus's use of the terms 
su??iphutos (9, 11) and emphutos (7, 14) in this context suggests that he 
imagined theurgical unification against the background of the Phaedrus. 9 

Iamblichus's use of terms, however, must be understood in context. 
For example, although Iamblichus denies that noesis is sufficient to reach 
the divine he also says that souls join the gods by noesis : "It is by pure 
and blameless intuitions ( noeseis ) that are received out of eternity from 
the Gods that the soul is joined to them" (DM 9, 16-18). Iamblichus's 

7. DM 7,14-8, 6.1 find A. Smith's explanation of emphutos gnosis (7,14) as "still divided" 
(see Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic World: A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism [The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974], 85-86) and therefore subordinate to the sumploke, which is 
uniform (monoeides; 8, 5) to be unconvincing. Iamblichus begins his explanation of human 
contact with the gods with the term gnosis probably because it was the term Porphyry used in 
his question (10, 2), and in any case, Iamblichus clearly distinguishes it from human gnosis 
and explicitly denies its dividedness since he equates the emphutos gnosis ton theon with the 
sumploke . Iamblichus, therefore, defines two kinds of gnosis: divine and human (10, 1-6) 
and explicitly states that the gnosis!eidesis of divine things is monoeides (10, 8). 

8. Oracles Chaldaiques, 42 n. 2 

9. Trouillard has demonstrated the influence of the Phaedrus on the theurgy of Proclus. 

See, L'l/n et Vdme selon Proclos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1972), esp. 171-89. 



reference to noesis, gnosis, or eidesis to describe contact with the gods 
should not be confused with human modes of understanding. These 
terms were used as metaphors to describe the soul s pre-essential con¬ 
tact with the gods, and Iamblichus always qualified them as innate 
(emphutos), natural ( sumphutos ), uniform (monoeides), or pure (katharos) to 
distinguish them from human understanding. 

Since the noesis of the gods had no "otherness" in the separated man¬ 
ner of human knowledge, their "pure intuitions" (katharai noeseis) neces¬ 
sarily transcended the soul. Theurgic noesis was, in fact, the act of a god 
knowing itself through the activity and the medium of the soul, not vice 
versa. Noesis, in fact, was not conceptual/and Iamblichus maintained 
that noetic contacts with the gods were more erotic than intellectual. In 
his Parmenides commentary he says: "The Intelligible is held before the 
mind, not as knowable (hos gnoston), but as desirable (hos ephetori), and the 
mind is filled by this, not with knowledge, but with the. being and every 
intelligible perfection." 10 

The "one of the soul" was anterior to the soul's hypostasis. As arche of 
the soul's being and consciousness, it was pre-essential and pre-noetic, 
completely inaccessible to understanding. Although the soul could not 
consciously know the gods or even its own divinity, it was nevertheless 
drawn to them by its innate gnosis and desire (ephesis). Theurgy success¬ 
fully embodied this desire in proportion to the soul's capacity to 
homologize itself to the cosmos. Graphically put, the soul's vertical as¬ 
cent was determined by its horizontal extension and its coordination of 
the many attractions of embodied life. According to Damascius, Iambli¬ 
chus believed that "the ascent to the One is not possible unless the soul 
coordinates itself to the All and, with the All, moves itself toward the 
universal principle of all things" (Dub. et Sol. I, 79, 12-14). According to 
Pythagorean teachings, the One manifested itself as a coordinated multi¬ 
plicity: a Whole, and similarly, the "one in the soul" manifested itself 
when the soul ritually coordinated its multiplicity into a whole, imitating 
"the anterior and commanding principle which contains in and around itself 
otherness and multiplicity " (DM 59, 13-15). In its coordination of parts the 
soul was lifted out of the contraries of embodied life 11 and entered the 

10. Damascius, Dub . et Sol I, 154, 9-11. In the same section (70), Damascius lists nine 
ways in which the noeton cannot be grasped by the soul (151, 18-23), again attributing this 
to the "great Iamblichus"; cf. Dillon's translation of this passage, In Parm., frag. 2A, in 
lamblichi Chalcidensis, 208-9, and commentary, 389-91. Cf. DM 239, 8-9, where Iamblichus 
says that theurgic prayer stimulates the growth of the "divine eros" in the soul. 

11. R Hadot, citing Simplicius, In Categ. 116, 25-30, says that for Iamblichus and other 
Neoplatonists, categories that are opposed in the sensible world are contained uniformly 
in the intelligible world. See Hadot, 2 vols. (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1968), Porphyre 
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unity that preceded its embodied existence. 

lamblichus referred to the "one of the soul" differently depending on 
the context, and his inconsistency suggests that he was not concerned 
about the term he used so long as it conveyed the idea of an anteriority 
pre-established with the gods. Responding to Porphyry's question on 
prayer, lamblichus used the terms hen, theios, noeros, and noetos to de¬ 
scribe the divine element in the soul (DM 46, 13-15). In a discussion of 
divination, lamblichus explained that prophecy was caused by this "one 
principle" and he made a rigorous distinction between theurgic divina¬ 
tion (to theion mantikes eidos; DM 64, 16-17) and the varieties of human 
divination. The latter, lamblichus says, are "false and deceptive" (DM 
165, 2-3), in contrast to theurgic divination which is "one, divine, and 
unmixed" (DM 164, 18-19). He says: "The divine kind [of divination] 
must be uniformly comprehended according to one measure and order 
(he\ logos kai mia taxis) and according to one intelligible and immutable 
truth" (DM 165, 4—6). True divination was not a natural gift, "but a 
certain divine good which is pre-established as more ancient than our 
nature" (DM 165, 18-19; cf. Stob. II, 174, 15-16). This "certain divine 
good" stood in precisely the same relation to man as the "one of the 
soul" and lamblichus maintained that it came to the soul from outside: 
"It is necessary' to contend vigorously against anyone who says that 
divination originates from us" (DM 166, 14-15). Divine rnantike came to 
the soul "from without" (exothen; DM 167, 2), just as the Aristotelian nous 
came to the soul "from without" (GA 736b, 28). Even the soul's "innate 
knowledge" of the gods had to come to it from without for due to its 
anteriority it was "more ancient" (presbutera) and therefore inaccessible 
to the soul. 

That this more ancient principle remained outside the soul was a point 
on which lamblichus was unwilling to compromise. One might suppose 
that since the soul enjoyed a degree of union with the gods between 
incarnations it could sustain this connection subliminally or, as Plotinus 
seems to suggest, "unconsciously," 12 but Iamblichus's view of the de- 


et Victorinus, 442. The Iamblichean fragment preserved by Simplicius (In Categ. 116, 25- 
118, 15) reveals Iamblichus's application of the Aristotelian categories kata analogian (116, 
26) to the entire noetic realm as well as to celestial divinities such as stars and planets. B. D. 
Larsen comments on the above-mentioned fragment and shows its relation to the "Py¬ 
thagorean" Aristotle of lamblichus; see Larsen, Jamblique de Chalcis: Exegete et philosophe 
(Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 243, 260-62. 

12. For a discussion of the "unconscious" presence of the higher soul in the lower in 
Plotinus see A. Smith, "Unconsciousness and Quasiconsciousness in Plotinus," Phronesis 
23, no. 3 (1978): 292-301. 



scent of the soul and his distinction of incorporeal hypostases did not 
allow for this. The embodied soul was incapable of returning to the gods 
of its own power and needed their aid to reach them. This "otherness" 
of the divine principle was consistent with Iamblichus's psychology. 
Because of the inversion of the soul its autos was recovered only by 
ritually embracing the heteros, and although the objects employed in 
theurgy appeared as "other," it was through them that the soul's exter¬ 
nal inclinations were united with their celestial archetypes. By ritually 
unifying its own multiplicity the soul entered the activity of the One and 
penetrated to its own pre-essential arche. 13 Of this principle lamblichus 
says: 

But there is another principle (arche) of the soul, superior to all nature 
and knowledge, by which we are able to be unified with the 
Gods, transcend the mundane order, and participate in the eter¬ 
nal life and activity of the supercelestial Gods. . . . The soul is 
then entirely separated from those things which bind it to the 
generated world and it flies from the inferior and exchanges one life 
for another. It gives itself to another order, having entirely aban¬ 
doned its former existence. (DM 270, 8-19) 

lamblichus believed that the unifying principle that transformed the 
soul in theurgy was the same principle that held the cosmos together as 
its universal philia or eros (DM 211, 3-6): "There is a single friendship 
(philia) which contains all things and produces this unifying bond 
(sundesmos) by means of an ineffable communion" (DM 211, 16-18). The 
unifying power of philia defined the steps of theurgic ascent at the same 
time as it revealed the cosmogonic procession. In short, philia sustained 
both the cosmos and every act of theurgy. Consequently lamblichus 
argued that the effective agent in theurgy was philia or, speaking Platoni- 
cally, that eros drew the soul back to the gods (cf. DM 239, 6-13). Al¬ 
though the heavenly cycles described in the Phaedrus and the Timaeus 
were the goal to which a Platonist aspired, it was erotic madness that 
brought him there. According to the Chaldean Oracles, Eros was the 
first god bom of the Paternal Father; 14 Eros coordinated the Ideas in the 

13. Dillon notes that it is only "through the Circuit of the Same within it" that the 
embodied soul, with the aid of theurgy, is allowed to rise above the material world; Dillon, 
trans., lamblichi Chalcidensis, 342. 

14. Chaldean Oracles (CO), frag. 42, trans. Ruth Majerdk (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1989), 64-65, 
159-60. Cf. Hans Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy , ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augus- 
tiniennes, 1978), 126-28; also cf. des Places, Oracles chaldaiques (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 
1971), 77-78. 
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intelligible world 15 and, proceeding with them, knitted the cosmos to¬ 
gether in a unified bond, 16 In a word, the will of the Demiurge was 
revealed as Eros: 

For after he conceived his works, the Self-generated Paternal 
Mind sowed the bond of love, heavy with fire, into all things . . . 
in order that the All might continue to love for an infinite time 
and that the things woven by the intellectual light of the Father 
might not collapse. ... [It is] with this Love (erds) that the ele¬ 
ments of the world remain on course. 17 

According to the Oracles the Demiurge filled each soul with a "deep 
eros" (erds bathus) to draw it back to the gods. 18 

The deep eros of the Oracles, like the innate gnosis or essential desire 
(ephesis) of the De Mysteriis (DM 7, 14; 8, 2), was present in the soul but 
anterior to consciousness. It was the desire that drew the soul down into 
a mortal body and led it back to its immortal ochema . The theurgist 
received this eros from the gods, and returned it to them in the form of a 
ritualized cosmos (cf. DM 210, 3-4; 211, 3-10). Embodiment was simply 
the pivot through which the eros of the Demiurge returned to itself. 

In this light, the embodiment of the soul and the tension caused by its 
separation from divinity was not a fall or an error but the sine qua non to 
stimulate the circulation of Eros. For only in the embodied soul, in its self¬ 
alienation and inversion, could the divine genuinely experience separa¬ 
tion, and consequently, an eros for itself. 19 In the Timaeus Plato.says that 
without the descent of souls into mortal bodies the universe would re¬ 
main incomplete (41b, 8-9). Thus, theurgy saved the soul and the cosmos, 
for without the embodiment of the soul and its inversion (anatrope), the 
divine could never yearn for itself, Eros would never arise as the "first¬ 
born god," and the cosmos would never come to exist. For a theurgist, his 

15. CO, frag. 42, trans. Majercik. 

16. CO, frag. 44, trans. Majercik, 66-67. Cf. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles, 126-28; des Places, 
Oracles chaldaiques, 77. 

1/. CO, frag. 39, trans. Majercik, 62—65. For the will of the Demiurge being equivalent 
to the erds of the Oracles, see Friedrich W. Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel und Jamblich de 
Mysteriis (Meisenheim am Gian: Anton Hain, 1969), 117-19. 

18. CO, frag. 43, trans. Majercik, 64-65. Cf. Lewy, Chaldean Oracles , 126-28; des Places, 
Oracles chaldatyues, 78. 

19. For adiscussion of the cosmogonic role of Eros in later Neoplatonism, see Stephen 
Gersh, K1NE SIS AKINETOS^A Study of Spiritual Motion in the Philosophy of Proclus (Leiden: 
E. J. Brill, 1973), app. 1: EROS as a Cosmic Process," 123—27. F. Cremer explains Eros as a 
theurgic virtue according to the Oracles; Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel , 139-43. 



experience in a corporeal form was the linchpin of the cosmos: embodi¬ 
ment was a creative and sacramental act. 

That the soul's embodiment was the ultimate sunthema of its ascent 
remains an insoluble logical paradox, but appropriately, for the lover it is 
a commonplace experience. In the erotic dialectic discussed by Plato in 
the Symposium (200-202), the separation of the lover from the beloved 
was the sine qua non of their attraction and unification, 7 ® and in 
Iamblichean theurgy the sunthema had the same function as the beloved 
(erdmenon) in Plato's erotic ascent. Both were sensible objects drawn 
from the elements to which the soul was bound, and both deified the 
soul through an act of creation. 21 Theurgy, therefore, may be seen as the 
ritual elaboration of both the Platonic doctrines of erds and anamnesis . 

It is perhaps appropriate to conclude Iamblichus's vision of the embod¬ 
ied soul with a hagiographical image of Iamblichus himself. In the Lives 
of the Philosophers , Eunapius reports that when Iamblichus journeyed to 
the baths of Gadara with his disciples he acceded to their demands to 
demonstrate his power. Eunapius says: 

There were two hot springs smaller than the others but prettier, 
and he [Iamblichus] bade his disciples ask the natives of the place 
by what names they used to be called in ancient times. When they 
had done his bidding they said: "There is no question about it, 
this spring is called Eros, and the name of the one next to it is 
Anterds/' 22 He at once touched the water with his hand—he hap¬ 
pened to be sitting on the ledge of the spring where the overflow 

20. J. Trouillard explains the unifying activity of Eros in the soul as "the active presence 
of the One in us/' and as much dependent on our "procession" as on our "return"; see 
Trouillard, "Sur un pluriel de Plotin et de Proclus," Association Guillaume Bute 4 (1958): 90, 

21. In the Symposium Diotima defines the praxis and ergon of love: "To love," she says, 
"is to bring forth upon the beautiful both in body and in soul" (206b, 7-8). "The act of 
creation (hi gennesis)/' she adds, "is the one deathless (athanaton) and eternal (aeigenes) 
element in our mortality" (206e, 7-8). In the Phaedrus , Plato says the erastes "would offer 
sacrifice to his beloved as to a holy image ofdeity ft (251a, 6-7); and at 253a he says the divine 
habits that the soul receives from the deity who possesses him are attributed to the beloved 
upon whom he pours out his love. See J. Trouillard's discussion of this passage in L'Un et 
Uame, 180-84. 

22. Wright suggests the two Erotes of Themistius's fable (304d) as a possible source for 
the names of these springs. Considering the profound similarity in the function of Platonic 
eromenoi and theurgic sunthemata , it is more likely that Eunapius borrowed his terms from 
the Phaedrus (255d) where Plato describes the yearning of the beloved for his lover: "And 
when the other is beside him, he shares his respite from anguish, and when he is absent, 
he likewise shares his longing and being longed for, since he possesses a counter-love (anterds) 
which is the image of lotre (erds)/' See Philostratus and Eunapius: The Lives of the Sophists , trans. 
W. C. Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1921; reprint, 1968). 
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runs off—and uttering a brief summons, he called forth a boy 
from the depth of the spring* He was white-skinned and of me¬ 
dium height, his locks were golden and his back and breast 
shone; and he exactly resembled one who was bathing or had just 
bathed. His disciples were overwhelmed with amazement, but 
Iamblichus said, "Let us go to the next spring," and he rose and 
led the way, with a thoughtful air. Then he went through the 
same performance there also and summoned another Eros like 
the first in all respects, except that his hair was darker and fell 
loose in the sun. Both the boys embraced Iamblichus and clung to 
him as though he were genuinely their father . He restored them to 
their proper places and went away after his bath, reverenced by 
his pupils. 23 

We need not concern ourselves about the veracity of this fabulous tale to 
appreciate its iconic truth. Perhaps no better image for the theurgist 
could be portrayed than this: Iamblichus himself, seated by an overflow¬ 
ing stream, invokes its Eros and having called it out, joins it—through 
his own body—to its responsive Anterds . All theurgy did the same: 
situated in the stream of generation, the theurgist invoked the eros of 
this stream to awaken the anterds hidden in his soul; in the hieratic 
moment of joining the divine to the divine the theurgist himself became 
a creator. Yet it was only by virtue of his embodiment and alienation 
from the gods that he was able to fulfill this task. 24 In the theurgic act of 
an embodied soul, Eros was allowed to join itself and regenerate the 
bonds that unite the cosmos. 


23. Eunapius, Lives of the Sophists, trans. W. C. Wright, 369-71. 

24. Iamblichus discusses the ''double role" of the theurgist in two passages, DM 184,1- 
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Iamblichus believed that theurgy was entirely compatible with Plato's 
teachings on the soul and that it provided a practical solution to the 
problem of embodiment. Yet Iamblichus's apology for theurgy did more 
than address the philosophical problem of the soul's embodiment; more 
generally, it provided a defense of religious ritual against well-known 
arguments brought forward by Porphyry in his letter to Anebo and his 
treatise On the Abstinence of Animal Food . Far from being a mere propaideia 
to philosophy, Iamblichus argued that the concrete performance of ritual 
was the culmination of one's philosophical development. Theurgy tied 
soteriology to cosmogony and allowed the soul to share in both. 

Up to this point Iamblichus's Platonism has been considered with 
respect to his metaphysical positions. In Part I, matter and embodiment 
were examined and absolved of the pejorative connotations given to 
them by Iamblichus's predecessors. In Part II, the embodied soul was 
examined, the most problematic aspect of Iamblichus's metaphysics. Yet 
Iamblichus's paradoxical definition of the soul as "self-change" is crucial 
for a proper understanding of Platonic theurgy. The anatropic condition 
of the embodied soul was tied to the mysteries of creation and salvation. 
Far from being denied, the inversion of the soul was seen by Iamblichus 
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to be necessary to complete the cosmogonic cycle, and embodied experi¬ 
ence, progressively incorporated by theurgic activity, put the soul in 
place despite the prima facie fact of its being out of place, i.e., anatrope. 

Iamblichus's metaphysical solutions to the problems of matter and the 
embodiment of the soul form an essential background to his theory of 
theurgy. Yet without ritual performance they would remain, by his own 
definition, discursive fantasies cut off from the divine. Therefore, we 
must examine the rituals themselves: although theurgy may be de¬ 
scribed theoretically as a soteriological and cosmogonic practice, it must 
be seen specifically how this was understood and accomplished. Since 
this is the question Iamblichus himself was challenged to answer, we can 
do no better than (1) follow Iamblichus's explanation of the correspon¬ 
dence that exists between the cosmos and the cult; (2) consider the 
significance of this correspondence for man in finding and performing 
an appropriate ritual; and (3) examine in detail how the rites exemplify 
this correspondence and fulfill a theurgic function. In sum, the question 
to be answered is how Iamblichus understood ritual to be simulta¬ 
neously soteric and cosmogonic, and consequently, how the stages of 
cosmogony were reflected in the theurgic cult. 

In his letter to Anebo, Porphyry accused theurgists of believing that 
the gods "were especially enticed by the vapors of animal sacrifice" (DM 
212, 2-3), and Iamblichus responds by laying out the principle of all 
theurgic sacrifice: "The best of all beginnings is the one which demon¬ 
strates that the law of sacrifices ( thesmos ton thusion) is connected with 
the order of the gods (taxis ton them)" (DM 217, 3-5). In On the Abstinence 
of Animal Food Porphyry had argued that the "gods" worshiped in blood 
sacrifices were not gods at all, but daimons counterfeiting as gods. That 
daimons were the immediate objects of worship was a point with which 
Iamblichus agreed, for it followed the hierarchical law that man must 
approach the gods through the mediation of daimons. However, Iam¬ 
blichus disagreed with Porphyry's description of these entities. While 
both acknowledged that daimons were invisible beings with pneumatic 
bodies. Porphyry contended that their bodies were perishable and nour¬ 
ished by the vapors of blood sacrifice. Iamblichus categorically denied it: 
"For although Daimones possess a kind of body which some believe is 
nourished by sacrifices, this body is unchangeable, impassive, lumi¬ 
nous, and without needs, so that nothing flows from it and, in addition, 
it does not need anything outside to flow into it" (DM 212, 3-7). As a 
class daimons were ontologically superior to man and revealed the invisi¬ 
ble powers of the gods. Iamblichus says: "they bring into manifest activ¬ 
ity the invisible good of the Gods, reveal what is ineffable in them, shape 
what is formless into forms, and render what is beyond all measure into 



visible ratios" (DM 16, 17-17, 4). In short, daimons were agents of the 
Demiurge in his cosmogonic activity. Understandably, for Porphyry, the 
agents of a desacralized cosmos could not be considered superior to 
man. Therefore, his estimation of daimons as perishable and perverse 
demons was a correlate to his view of the cosmos as a topsy-turvy realm 
from which souls must escape, a point not missed by Iamblichus who 
accused Porphyry of holding unreasonable views, saying: "It is not possi¬ 
ble that the Creator has generously provided ready nourishment for 
animals in the sea and on earth, but has made the beings superior to us 
[i.e. daimons] in want of it" (DM 212, 15-18). To believe, as Porphyry 
did, that daimons depended on man for their sustenance contradicted 
the rational order of the cosmos. Thus, Iamblichus argues: 

Why don't those who say this simply turn the entire hierarchy of 
things upside down, making us more powerful and in a better 
class? For if they make us responsible for nourishing and fulfilling 
Daimones we would be above them in the order of causes. For 
every order receives its perfection and nourishment from the or¬ 
der that generates it. One can see this even in the generation of 
visible things, and it is also seen among cosmic entities; in fact, 
earthly things are nourished by the celestial. And this becomes 
especially clear among the invisible causes. For Soul is perfected 
by Intellect, and Nature by Soul, and other things similarly are 
nourished by their causes. And since it is impossible for us to be 
the ruling causes of Daimones , for the same reason we could not be 
the causes of their nourishment. (DM 213, 8-214, 3) 

Iamblichus's position on the question of sacrifice and daimons was 
based on his understanding of the "order of the gods" (taxis ton them). 
Although his criticism of Porphyry on the question of daimons exempli¬ 
fies only one instance where he found himself at odds with his former 
teacher, the issue typifies Iamblichus's more general critique of Por¬ 
phyry's soteriology. Iamblichus continually referred to the hierarchical 
order of the cosmos to correct Porphyry's misunderstandings of theurgy, 
so to understand theurgic ritual we must understand the order of the 
Iamblichean gods, the archai of his cosmos. 

Iamblichus divided superior beings (hoi kreittones) into four distinct 
classes: gods, daimones, heroes, and pure souls. As discussed previ¬ 
ously, the extreme classes, gods and souls, were unified and divided 
respectively; whereas daimons and heroes served as media connecting 
the extremes. Iamblichus imagined the gods at the top and souls at the 
bottom of an ontological scale, with daimons in the second rank "sus- 
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pended far below the gods" (DM 16, 13-14). Heroes, situated below 
daimons, were adjacent to souls but superior to them in virtue, beauty, 
magnitude, and other goods (DM 16, 8-10). Due to Porphyry's ques¬ 
tions about daimons, lamblichus devoted more attention to explaining 
their function. 

Significantly, their task was cosmogonic. Daimons were the agents of 
prohodos. They obeyed the "beneficent will of the gods" (DM 16, 15-17) 
and revealed the divine and invisible good. Insofar as daimons served 
the processional impulse of the gods they were responsible, as well, for 
binding souls to bodies (DM 67, 15-68, 1). In their extrovertive function, 
daimons produced growth in plants and preserved animal species (in¬ 
cluding human) through the sex drive and other instincts. In this sense 
daimons might seem opposed to the soul's desire to free itself from 
material attachments. Yet lamblichus never forgets that it is the gods and 
the Demiurge who send the daimons forth. Therefore, man had to un¬ 
derstand how to work with these demiurgic functions, not to reject or 
oppose them. As lamblichus asserts: "I say, therefore, that Daimones are 
produced by the generative and demiurgic powers of the Gods in the 
most extreme culmination of the [cosmogonic] procession and the last 
distribution of parts" (DM 67, 3—6). The daimons of lamblichus may be 
likened to "laws of nature." 1 As guardians of the generated realm, 
daimons blindly performed their tasks, and souls prospered or not de¬ 
pending on their judicious use of these powers. Heroes, on the other 
hand, performed a soteriological function and guided souls in their spiri¬ 
tual integration. lamblichus says: "But Heroes are produced according to 
the logoi of life in divine beings, and the first and perfect measures of 
souls are completed and defined by Heroes" (DM 67, 6-9). Typical to 
Iamblichus's method, he distinguished daimons and heroes in the same 
manner that he distinguished gods and souls: by their essence (ousia), 
power ( dunamis ), and activity (energeia). "For," lamblichus says, "being 
generated from different causes, the essence of one is different from the 
essence of the other" (DM 67, 10-11). His distinctions are as follows: 

ousia: The essence of Daimones is fit for bringing about final effects; it is 
perfective of mundane natures and gives completion to the providential 
care that oversees each generated being. But the essence of Heroes is 
vital and rational and is the leader of souls. (DM 67, 11-15) 

1. For a development of this idea in the context of Egyptian rites and symbols see Philip 
Derchain, he Papyrus Salt 825 (B.M. 10051): Rituel pour la conservation de la vie en Egypte 
(Brussels: Paleis der Academien, 1965), 3-21. 
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dunamis: With respect to their powers, those of Daimones must be defined 
as fecundating, for they oversee nature and the binding of souls into 
bodies; but to Heroes one must assign powers that are vivifying, that 
lead men, and are liberated from generation. (DM 67, 15-68, 2) 

energeia: It follows that the activities of these classes should be defined. 
The actions of Daimones should be defined as more mundane and more 
widely extended in the deeds they bring to completion; but the actions of 
Heroes are less pervasive and are concerned with the orderly arrange¬ 
ment of souls. (DM 68, 3-7) 

According to these definitions the function of daimons was cosmogonic. 
Acting centrifugally, they carried the generative will of the Demiurge 
into its most minute and particular expressions. The function of heroes, 
by contrast, was convertive. As agents of epistrophe they guided the 
soul's daimonic drives into divine measures. 

Viewed statically, daimons and heroes were in conflict, the former 
binding souls to bodies and the latter aiding in their release. In this light 
it is understandable how the daimons of the Platonic tradition became 
the demons of the Gnostic and Christian worlds. For lamblichus, how¬ 
ever, both daimons and heroes acted in conjunction and obedience to 
the divine will (DM 70, 5). They completed the circuit of divine life that 
descends continually into sensible expression while remaining rooted in 
the Forms. Thus, lamblichus says: 

these mediating classes complete the universal bond between 
Gods and souls, they effect an indissoluble connection between 
them, and they bind together one continuum extending from the 
highest to the lowest. They make the communion of universal 
beings indivisible and provide an excellent blend and proportion¬ 
ate mixing for all. They allow the procession (prohodos) to pass 
from more excellent to inferior natures, and they equally facilitate 
the ascent (anagoge) from inferior to superior natures. They insert 
order and measures of the communication descending from more 
excellent natures, [they allow for] its reception into imperfect be¬ 
ings, and they make all things mutually agreeable and in har¬ 
mony with each other, receiving from on high, from the Gods, the 
causes of all these things. (DM 17, 8-20) 

The continuity (sunecheia) and kinship (sungeneia) of the cosmos were 
essential to Iamblichus's theory of theurgy. Based on the principle that 
there was an unbroken continuity throughout the cosmos (DM 20, 5), 
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Iamblichus could defend rites that used material objects. Theoretically, 
any object could connect the human soul with the gods because the 
entire world was their energeia and therefore manifested their presence. 
As Iamblichus put it, the gods were '"present immaterially within mate¬ 
rial things" (DM 232, 15-16), and therefore theurgists invoked the gods 
in accord with their different expressions (DM 30, 13). 

Porphyry challenged this view and asked how theurgists can invoke 
subterranean and terrestrial deities if the gods dwell only in the heavens 
(DM 29, 17-19). Repeating Thales' well-known dictum, Iamblichus re¬ 
plied: "To begin with, it is not true that the Gods dwell only in heaven, 
for all things are full of the Gods" (DM 30, 1-3; cf. DM 27, 8-10). Each 
god's authority was allotted to a different region of the cosmos: heaven, 
earth, sacred cities, sacred places, or certain sacred groves or statues 
(DM 30, 14-16), yet the gods themselves were not affected by these 
allotments for 

the divine illuminates all these externally ( exothen) just as the sun 
externally ( exothen ) illuminates all things with its rays. Therefore, 
just as light envelops things illuminated by it, so does the power 
of the Gods externally embrace those natures that partake of it. 
And just as natural light is undividedly present in the air . . . so 
also the light of the Gods shines separately (choristos), and though 
it remains firmly established in itself it proceeds through all exist¬ 
ing beings. (DM 30, 16-31, 6) 

Although the light of the gods was indivisible (DM 31, 6-10), the world 
was divided and therefore their light was received in different ways. 

Yet the light itself is everywhere and entirely one and it is indivisi¬ 
ble in all things that are able to participate in it. By its perfect 
power it fulfills everything, and by virtue of its unlimited and 
causal transcendence it brings all things to completion in itself. 
Everywhere it is united to itself and joins last things to their 
principles. (DM 31, 13-18) 

The gods were revealed by their participants aetherially ( aitherids ), aeri¬ 
ally (aerids), aquatically (enhudrids), etc. (DM 33, 8-9), and theurgists 
invoked the gods accordingly (DM 33, 9-11). 

Attempting to find contradictions in Iamblichus's Platonism, Por¬ 
phyry asked how theurgists could worship the gods as sun, moon, and 
other heavenly bodies if the gods were incorporeal (DM 50, 14-17). To 
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which Iamblichus replies: "Indeed, we maintain that the celestial Gods 
are not contained by bodies but that they contain bodies in their divine 
lives and activities ( energeiaiy ' {DM 50, 17-51, 2). The celestial gods con¬ 
tained their bodies, and since all gods were defined by unity their activi¬ 
ties were also unified. As we have seen, the only body that exemplifies 
unified action is the sphere, so the bodies of the gods were spheres, the 
geometric complement to their unity. Yet heavenly spheres were not 
bodies in the ordinary sense for they were perfect energeiai of gods. 
Quite literally they were the divine acts (theia erga) or theurgies of the 
gods. Like the theurgic actions performed by human souls, the celestial 
bodies "imitate the sameness of the Gods with an eternal motion, in 
accord with the same principles and similarly toward the same end, 
according to one ratio (heis logos ) and one order (tnia taxis)" (DM 51, lb- 
52, 2). According to Iamblichus, the bodies of the celestial gods were 
"entirely similar," "united," and "uniform" (DM 52, 6-8) so that, despite 
their embodiment, "the visible Gods in the heavens are all, in a certain 
sense, incorporeal" (DM 52, 17-18). 

Because the body of a visible god was totally under the control of its 
soul and guiding Nous , its noetic character was iconically revealed as a 
sphere and, like other sunihemata, it served as a mean between the 
corporeal and the incorporeal. 

According to Iamblichus, incorporeal gods existed above their celestial 
counterparts. In a lost treatise entitled On the Gods Iamblichus distin¬ 
guished these two classes of deities as "cosmic" (perikosmioi) and "hyper- 
cosmic" (huperkosmioi) (DM 271, 11), and in his discussion of sacrifices 
and gods in the De Mysteriis he referred to these gods respectively as 
"material" and "immaterial": 

In the first place, we maintain that among the Gods some are 
material and others immaterial. The material Gods are those that 
contain matter within themselves and give it order, but the en¬ 
tirely immaterial Gods are removed from matter and transcend it. 
(DM 217, 4-8) 

The material gods were the celestial deities, and though Iamblichus dis¬ 
tinguished them from the "incorporeal" (asomatoi) and "intelligible" 
(noetoi) gods (DM 57, 7-8), all the gods were united. The different 
allotments—whether material or immaterial—simply reflected the con¬ 
texts in which they communicated the will of the Paternal Demiurge. In 
response to Porphyry's question about the relation of corporeal to incor¬ 
poreal gods, Iamblichus says: 
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Since the Gods ride upon celestial spheres while remaining incor¬ 
poreal, intelligible, and united, they continue to possess their 
principles in the intelligible realm, and while contemplating their 
own divine forms they govern the entire heaven according to one 
infinite activity. And if, while being in the heavens separately 
(i choristos ), they lead the eternal revolutions through their will 
alone, they remain themselves, unmixed with the sensible order 
and co-existing with the intelligible Gods. (DM 57, 7-14) 

Like light that remains "firmly established in itself" (DM 31, 5), the 
celestial gods remained in the intelligible realm yet served as principles 
for their "visible statues," the celestial spheres (DM 57, 18). In turn, the 
celestial gods generated sublunary existences which also remained in 
"continuity" ( sunecheia ) with the intelligible gods "according to one 
union" (kata mian henosin) (DM 58, 3-4). The dominant characteristic of 
the gods was unity, their activity was unifying, and thus, although the 
One was present everywhere (DM 58, 7), it was most evident among the 
gods. The material gods were therefore united with the immaterial gods 

through their common characteristic of "unity." Iamblichus says: 

«» 

In the case of the Gods, their order exists in the union of them all: 
their primary and secondary genres and all natures generated 
from them co-exist together in unity. The beginning, the middle, 
and the end co-exist according to the One itself, so as regards the 
Gods one ought not to seek from whence the One comes to them. 
For whatever the Being itself is in them, this Being of theirs is the 
One. And according to this principle, the secondary Gods remain 
in the One of the primary Gods while the primary Gods give to 
the secondary the unity proceeding from themselves. All of them 
together possess the communion of an indissoluble connection. 
(DM 59, 15-60, 8) 

Despite this unity at the level of the gods, the soul could reach the 
immaterial level only first by passing through the material gods. In fact, 
the characteristics of these two orders may have been determined by their 
effects on souls. For example, Iamblichus said that the soul's liberation 
from fate was effected by the hypercosmic gods (DM 271,11-12). Unfortu¬ 
nately, his explanation of these gods has been lost, but Damascius says 
that his description of the liberated gods (apolutoi theoi) was based on 
Iamblichean teachings so we will follow his explanation. 

Damascius says that according to "Orpheus" and "the theurgists" 
(Dub. et Sub . II, 214, 8) each order of the gods was determined and 
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guided by the order immediately prior to it. Thus, the summit of any 
order was rooted in the order above it and guided it from there. Concern¬ 
ing the liberated gods, Damascius says: 

Thus, the liberated (apolutoi) Gods should be conceived as the 
last of the hypercosmic ( huperkosmioi ) Gods and as exercising 
providential attention over the world. Therefore, [we ask], do 
these liberated Gods occupy the highest point among the encos- 
mic ( enkosmioi ) Gods, and are they to be counted among them 
with respect to their characteristics, or are the liberated Gods not 
only encosmic but also reveal a hypercosmic nature? Accord¬ 
ingly, and with respect to their proper species, one ought to 
classify them as the mean ( mesotes ) of these [i.e., the hyper- and 
encosmic gods]. We maintain that the liberated Gods are those 
that exercise a providential attention over the cosmos but are 
neither held in its nature nor completed within its order. (Dub. et 
Sol, 11, 214, 8-15) 

Under the reign of Kronos, the "liberated Demiurge" (apolutos demi- 
ourgos; Dub. et Sol. II, 214, 22), the gods ruled in Plato's Golden Age 
{Dub. et Sol, II, 214, 17-19), guiding the world from above with noetic 
and providential care. As the mesotes between encosmic and hyper¬ 
cosmic gods, the liberated gods were in contact with both worlds. 
Damascius continues: 

Indeed, their postion according to their half-related status reveals 
more clearly how they occupy the middle rank among the Gods. 
For at the same time that their status of being "related" (to kata 
schesin) is proper to the encosmic Gods, their status of being "unre¬ 
lated" (to ascheton) is proper to the hypercosmic Gods. For [their] 
nature is one but [also] double since they project a single life 
which is both encosmic and hypercosmic. (Dub. et Sol II, 215, 4-6) 

Damascius applied the law of mean terms to create an intermediary 
class of gods, and since he attributed these teachings to Iamblichus it is 
safe to assume that Iamblichus's material and immaterial gods would 
have been joined in the same way. Iamblichus said that the liberation of 
souls was effected by the hypercosmic gods, but to fulfill a liberating 
function Damascius reminds us that these gods must somehow have 
been in the cosmos: how else could they lead souls out of it? The differ¬ 
ence between the material and immaterial gods therefore, like the differ¬ 
ence between fate and providence, cannot be separated from the soul's 
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experience of them. 2 The mediating class (or function) of "liberated" 
gods reflected the soul's experience of the liberating presence of immate¬ 
rial gods in the material order and further, since the soul's experience 
was triadic, 3 the order of the gods was also assumed to be triadic. 4 Just as 
the spherical bodies of celestial gods mediated between the corporeal 
and incorporeal realms, the liberated gods mediated between the encos- 
mic and hypercosmic realms, their identity and position being relative to 
the context in which they were experienced (see Diagram 1). 



Hypercosmic gods 
Liberated gods 


Encosmic gods 


Diagram 1. The liberated gods, AB, allow the hypercosmic gods, A, to manifest 
themselves as cosmic gods, and they allow the encosmic gods, B, to participate 
in the hypercosmic gods. 


The division of the gods into hypercosmic (A), encosmic (B), and 
liberated (AB) is an extension of Iamblichus's "law of mean terms" to the 
divine classes. 5 Since Iamblichus assumed the law of the mean distin¬ 

2. In the same way that Iamblichus says that "fate is providence" so the material gods, 
in one sense, are the immaterial gods; cf. Stob, II, 174, 5-7. 

3. That is, the soul experienced the hypostasis of the liberated gods and thus identified 
with the mean term embracing two divine orders: immaterial and material. 

4. Personal experience must always be taken into account to understand the abstract 
schemas of the Neoplatonists. As A. C. Lloyd puts it: "The hypostases are experiences; 
they are types cf consciousness. ... It follows that the element of personal experience is 
needed to complement the non-empirical philosophical system. The two together consti¬ 
tute Neoplatonism"; The Anatomy of Neoplatonism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 126. 

5. See Dodds's discussion of the influence of this Iamblichean principle on Platonic 
tradition in ET, xxi-xxii. 



guished the classes of the gods, the archai of his universe, it necessarily 
distinguished lower levels of manifestation. With the law of the mean 
Iamblichus connected the extremes of any opposition, including that 
between gods and men. 

In his letter to Anebo, Porphyry understandably had asked why 
theurgists subordinated invisible daimons to visible gods (DM 61, 12- 
15). Iamblichus replied that the visible gods were "united" (sunhemmenoi; 
DM 61, 17) with the intelligible gods because their very Form (unity) was 
held in common (DM 61, 18) but daimons were far removed from unity 
and had a different essence (DM 62, 1). With respect to the invisibility of 
the noetic gods and daimons, Iamblichus said that although both 
daimons and the noetic gods were invisible ( aphaneis ), significant differ¬ 
ences separated them. Daimons were merely invisible to the senses, but 
the gods were invisible to "rational knowledge" and "material intelli¬ 
gence" (DM 62, 5-7). For Iamblichus, whatever was invisible to the intel¬ 
lect because of its transcendence was certainly higher than what was 
merely invisible to sight. In the case of the celestial gods, although they 
were empirically visible, they remained invisible to the grasp of the 
mind. Iamblichus says; 

What then? Are the invisible Gods, by virtue of being invisible, 
any greater than the visible Gods? Not at all! For the divine wher¬ 
ever it is and whatever allotment it has, possesses the same power 
arid dominion over its subordinates. Accordingly, even if it is 
visible it rules in the same way over invisible Daimones, and if it 
exists in the earth, it still rules over the Dai?nones of the air. For 
neither the place of reception nor a part of the world can produce 
any change in the authority of the Gods. (DM 62, 10-63, 1) 

Gods and daimons were also distinguished by their dominions. The 
dominion of the gods was universal while that of daimons was divided 
into parts (DM 63, 5-10), and the gods were "entirely independent" 
(pantelos kechdrismenoi; DM 63, 14-15) of the bodies they commanded 
while daimons were not separated (achdristoi) from the things they ruled 
(DM 63, 12-13). As Iamblichus put it: 

Generally, the divine is leader and stands over the order of be¬ 
ings, but the daimonic nature is attendant and willingly receives 
whatever the Gods instruct them to do, and they work out manu¬ 
ally the things which the Gods conceive, wish, and command 
intellectually. Surely this is why the Gods are free from the pow¬ 
ers that verge into generation, but Daimones are not completely 
free of them. (DM 64, 2-9) 
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Consequently, every god manifested itself through its attendant dai- 
mons, who were in sumpatheia with animate life while the god remained 
entirely independent (choristos). 

Since the order of the gods and of each god was triadic, the structure 
of the universe and of every ontological order necessarily reflected this 
triune principle. The Pythagorean influence on Iamblichus is particularly 
evident in the role of the triad, which was central to Pythagorean wor¬ 
ship. In De Caelo Aristotle reports: 

It is just as the Pythagoreans say, the whole world and all things 
in it are summed up in the triad; for end, middle, and beginning 
give the number of the whole and their number is the triad. 
Hence it is that we have taken this number from nature, as if it 
were one of her laws, and make use of it even in the worship of the 
gods. 6 

More specifically, the triadic rule was reflected in each ontological 
class. For example, Iamblichus distinguished three kinds of daiiftons: (1) 
those who help the gods reward theurgists for their sacred labors (DM 
181, 8—13); (2) those who preside over judgments as the agents of justice, 
aiding good men and punishing the evil (DM 181, 13-19); and (3) those 
who are without reason ( alogistos ) or judgment {akritos) / are alloted one 
power, and preside over a single natural function (DM 182, 1-4). Of this 
third group Iamblichus says: 

Just as the function of a knife is "to cut" and to do nothing else it is 
the same in the case of the spirits distributed into the cosmos. . . . 
Indeed, in the case of certain invisible spirits each receives but one 
power, and by nature it performs only this one task that has been 
ordained for it. (DM 182, 4-13) 

This last class of daimons was irrational, blindly preserving the order of 
nature and corporeal life. They manifested in the rhythms of somatic life: 
the diastole and systole of the heart, the rhythm of breath, the digestion 
of food, and the consistency of the nervous system. In the psychic life 
they were instincts of preservation, sustaining the hungers and drives 
that preserve individuals and society. The task of each soul, therefore, 
was to engage these daimons in a way that "imitates the Demiurge," to 

6. Aristotle, de Caelo 268a, 11-17, in Aristotle, vol. 6, On the Heavens, trans. W. K. C. 
Guthrie (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 139; 1971). 



act "justly" and in obedience to the laws of the creator gods (Tim. 41c). If 
the soul succeeded in this it was lifted to the level of the gods. Since 
these laws were as much biological as ethical, the labors of the embodied 
soul included eating justly, exercising justly, sleeping and waking justly, 
as well as behaving justly toward other human beings and the ruling 
gods: in short, labors that made up the Pythagorean bios as conceived by 
Iamblichus in De Vita Pythagorica. 

The Chaldean Oracles reflect the same Pythagorean influence and one 
fragment reads: "For in every world shines a triad , ruled by a monad." 7 
While the One ruled transcendentally over all triads, its immanent activ¬ 
ity took the form of philia, a term Iamblichus borrowed from the Pythago¬ 
reans. 8 Cosmologically, philia, like the Chaldean erds, was the power that 
bound all things to all. Theologically, philia unified the triads of the gods, 
and since the gods ruled all theurgies, each theurgic rite was an expres¬ 
sion of the philia that governed the cosmos and "[binds] the Gods to 
men , . . through learned worship" (VP 123, 7-9). This philia was con¬ 
veyed to humanity in rituals that both embodied and reflected the divine 
order. Iamblichus says: 

Is not every sacred ritual legislated intellectually from first princi¬ 
ples according to the laws of the Gods? For each rite imitates the 
order of the Gods, both the intelligible and the celestial, and each 
possesses the eternal measures of beings and the wondrous sym¬ 
bols which have been sent here by the Demiurge, the Father of all 
things." (DM 65, 3-7) 

Every rite had its beginning and end in the gods; man was the per¬ 
former, not the initiator, for "it is not possible for any of the divine 
actions to be performed in a sacred manner without one of the Superior 
Beings present to oversee and complete the sacred acts" (DM 144, 1-3). 
Since the human soul was the lowest divinity and, in its embodied and 
anatropic state, was incapable of reaching the gods, it could neither 
invent nor initiate a theurgic rite. On this point Iamblichus was clear: 

If these things were only human customs and received their 
authority from our legal institutions one might say that the wor¬ 
ship of the Gods was the invention of our ideas. But in fact God 


7. The CO, frag. 27, p. 59; cf. des Places, ed., Oracles chaldaiques (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 
1971), 73. 

8. See Iamblichus's discussion in VP 123, 7-21. 
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is the leader of these things, the one who is invoked in the 
sacrifices and a great number of Gods and angels surround him. 
And each nation on earth is alloted a certain common guardian 
by him, and every temple is similarly alloted its particular over¬ 
seer. (DM 236, 1-8) 




Ritual and the 

Human 

Hierarchy 

Even the perfect soul is imperfect 
when compared with divine 
action. 


Theurgic rites reflected the order of the gods and therefore played a role 
in cosmogenesis, but since human souls performed the rites their differ¬ 
ences influenced the form and intensity of their theurgies. Given the 
variety of human beings it would be impossible to see how theurgic 
ritual mirrors cosmogony unless one first understands how Iamblichus 
conceived these differences. Not surprisingly, he divides human souls 
into three classes distinguished by their purposes for descending into 
bodies. 

According to Iamblichus, the purpose for the descent of the soul was 
revealed in its embodiment and this determined the kind of theurgy 
appropriate for it. Following the principles of continuity, filiation, and 
the rule that "like can only be joined to like" each soul was fit to perform 
a specific kind of ritual. For Iamblichus's description of the descents of 
souls we must return to the De Anima. 

It is significant that Iamblichus begins his review with the teachings of 
the Platonist Calvenus Taurus, who maintained that the Demiurge sent 
souls to earth to complete the cosmos (Stob. I, 378, 25-28) and, more 
specifically, to reveal the life of the gods in the pure and faultless life of 
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souls (Stob. I, 379, 2-6). This view is consistent with lamblichus's own 
explanation for the descent of souls. Since souls were the lowest of the 
superior kinds they were the last mediators of immortality to the mortal 
world. The common purpose of each soul's descent was cosmogonic and 
revelatory, but since souls were seeded into the ranks of different gods, 
the nature of their manifestations differed. In addition, because embodi¬ 
ment itself was anatropic, it caused each soul to experience alienation 
and lose the continuity it possessed with the gods. Therefore, to the 
degree that each soul lost its original filiation with its god and divine 
community; it had to undergo corresponding degrees of correction. In 
accord with this, Iamblichus described the descent of souls first as being 
voluntary or involuntary: "According to another division, some modes 
of descent are conceived to be voluntary, either when the soul chooses to 
govern terrestrial things, or when it is persuaded to do so by the Supe¬ 
rior Kinds. But other descents are involuntary, when the soul is forcibly 
dragged to what is inferior" (Stob, I, 379, 6—10). The causes for these 
different modes of descent were the different purposes of embodiment. 
Iamblichus continues: ^ 

I think that inasmuch as there are different purposes for the soul's 
descent this creates differences in the manner of descent. For if 
the soul descends for the salvation, purification, and perfection of 
the things in this world then it descends purely. But if the soul is 
turned toward the body for the sake of exercising and correcting 
its habits, the descent is not entirely without passion nor is the 
soul, in itself/ released and liberated. And if the soul descends as 
if being dragged down here for punishment and judgment, the 
descent is forced. (Stob, I, 380, 6-14) 

Contrary to the view of Porphyry, Iamblichus did not believe that 
apotheosis resulted in the soul's escape from the cosmos. The perfectly 
purified soul continued to "descend," not for the sake of punishment or 
correcting psychic imbalances, but for the benefit of others, revealing 
through its own perfection the perfection of the gods. 1 The descent of a 
purified soul may not have severed its connection with divine beings (ta 
ekei), yet it had to descend. 2 As Olympiodorus says, following Iambli- 

1. Dillon aptly compares the descended soul of the theurgist (i.e., a purified soul) to the 
bodhmttva of Mahayana Buddhism who takes on a body for the benefit of his fellow beings. 
See Dillon, hmblichi Chakidensis, 243. 

2. Dillon, lamblichi Chalcidensis, 243. 



chus: "Indeed, Plato does not allow the souls of theurgists to remain 
always in the intelligible world, but even they descend into generation, 
concerning which the oracle says: '[to] the angelic order/ " 3 

Dillon suggests that the epithet theios given by Neoplatonists to Plato 
and Pythagoras, and later to Iamblichus himself, may be explained in 
part by this doctrine of divine incarnation: the belief that angelic souls 
took on human bodies for the salvation of the race. Such a soul, in the 
estimation of the Neoplatonists, was theios, 

Before examining the impact of these views on lamblichus's theory of 
ritual practice, their apparent conflict with the Platonic doctrine of em¬ 
bodiment must be taken into account. For if a divine soul did not lose 
contact with the gods, as Iamblichus seems to suggest, it would be 
spared the trauma of birth and the experience of anatrope described in 
the Timaeus , but I do not think this was lamblichus's point. To cite the 
words of the Athenian stranger in the Laws: "This much I know—that 
no creature is ever bom in possession of that intellect ( nous), or that 
amount of intellect that properly belongs to it when fully developed" 
(672b). The context, appropriately, is the condition of newborn chil¬ 
dren, and what may be inferred is that even a perfect soul would have 
to pass through stages of growth and accommodate itself to a mortal 
body and the generated world. This may have led to the theory of 
"progressive animation" that Iamblichus discussed in the De Anima 
(Stob. I 381, 7-13). 

If anatrope was experienced by every embodied soul, then theurgic 
rituals would have been necessary for even the purest. Yet, because of 
the high purpose of its descent, when a divine soul entered the human 
condition, it may have been born into a family where it could receive 
the pedagogy proper to a vehicle of the gods. 4 As embodied, the soul 
would still be anatropic—identified with an individual self—but in the 
case of a pure descent the inversion of the soul would never become 
deviant. 5 Its anatrope would never become habitual, making it actively 
enantios: opposed to itself and to the Whole. On the contrary, its 
anatropism would function as a pivot through which the soul could 
manifest the cosmogonic principle of philia , joining the parts with the 

3. Olympiodorus, Olympiodori Philosophi In Platonis Phaedonem Commentaria, ed. W. 
Norvin (Leipzig, 1913; reprint Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1958), 64, 2-5. 

4. One such family was that of Julian the Chaldean who prayed to the Paternal 
Demiurge that his son be given the soul of an archangel. According to Psellus, this son, 
"Julian the Theurgist," received the soul of Plato himself; see Hans Lewy, Chaldean Oracles 
and Theurgy, ed. M. Tardieu {Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 223-24 n. 195. 

5. That is to say, when heteros permanently assumes the role of autos. 
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Whole. Although no extant work of Iamblichus takes up this problem 
specifically, I would argue on Iamblichean principles that each individ¬ 
ual consciousness, even that of a perfect soul, would be seen as defi¬ 
cient simply because it was human. As Iamblichus says: "Even the per¬ 
fect soul is imperfect when compared with divine action" (DM 149, 11-12). 
For soteriological reasons the perfect soul would have to become hu¬ 
man in any case in order to experience anatrope and mediate the human 
realm with the angelic. 6 Like the liberated gods who held a middle rank 
and lived a double life: encosmic and hypercosmic, the theurgist also 
held a middle rank and lived a double life: human and divine. 7 

Theurgic apotheosis was not a flight to the gods. As human, the soul 
remained anatropic, embedded in the natural cosmos and human soci¬ 
ety; but to the degree that the soul embodied the divine measures of the 
gods it sustained a direct connection with them. The gods, Iamblichus 
says, were everywhere (DM 30, 1-3; 27, 8-10), but they could be re¬ 
ceived only by a vehicle that had been properly prepared. Thus, speak¬ 
ing for all theurgists, Iamblichus says: "Let us not disdain to say this 
also, that we often have occasion to perform rituals for the sake of 
genuine bodily needs, to the Gods who oversee the body, and to their 
good Daimones" (DM 221, 1-4). The reverence paid by theurgists to the 
gods that ruled over physical nature was an expression of their confi¬ 
dence in philia. This comprehensive force extended from the unity of the 
gods to the divisions of the sensible world, but to experience philia the 
soul had to know the grade of the cosmos to which it was attached so 
that it could honor its tutelary gods and daimons. To prescribe the appro¬ 
priate ritual for a soul the theurgist needed to be able to "read" the 
nature of its energeia , for this revealed the mode of its descent and, 
consequently, the purpose (telos) for its embodiment. 

The purpose for the embodiment and descent of souls was reflected in 
their bodies and lives: the manifesting energeia of their souls. 8 Distin¬ 
guishing the three grades of souls in the De Mysteriis, Iamblichus says: 


6. Dillon says lamblichus's bodkisattva doctrine was in conflict with the myth of the 
soul's descent in the Phaedrus but in accord with the role of philosopher in the Republic 
returning to the cave; lamblichi Ckalcidensis, 243. 

7. Iamblichus described this double life of the theurgist in the De Mysteriis 184, 1-13; 
246,16-247, 5. 

8. This triad of (1) "purposes" (tele); (2) "modes" ( tropoi ); and (3) "bodies" (somata), 

function in a manner corresponding to the ousia-dunamis-energeia triad that Iamblichus uses 

to distinguish classes among incorporeals (see Chapter 6). In both cases, the body, the living 
energeia of the soul, revealed the tropos of its descent (just as energeia reveals its dunamis) and 

this, in turn, allows the theurgist to identify the telos for that soul's embodiment. 



According to another division, 9 the great herd 10 of humanity is 
subject to nature, is governed by natural powers, and looks down¬ 
ward towards the works of nature; 11 it fulfills the administration 
of fate, and accepts for itself the order of things which are brought 
to completion by fate. It makes use of practical reasoning all the 
time and only concerning things in nature. But there are a small 
number who, using a certain power of the mind that surpasses 
nature, are released from nature and are led to the separate and 
unmixed Nous, and at once they become superior to the powers of 
nature. And there are others who are between these, placed 
about the media between nature and the pure Nous. Some of them 
follow both [i.e., the separate Nous and nature], others pursue a 
life mixed from these, and others are liberated from inferior na¬ 
tures and pass on to better things. (DM 223, 10-224, 6) 

Iamblichus distinguished three types of souls: (1) the great herd who 
follow nature and fate; (2) those who have risen to the divine Nous above 
nature and fate; and (3) those who are between the two extremes. To 
each type of soul there was a corresponding mode of worship. Iam¬ 
blichus continues: 

Therefore, since these distinctions have been made, what follows 
should be most obvious. Souls governed by the nature of the 
universe, leading lives according to their own personal nature 
and using the powers of nature, should perform their worship in 
a manner adapted to nature and to the corporeal things moved by 
nature. In their worship they should employ places, climates, 
matter and the powers of matter, bodies and their characteristics 
and qualities, movements and what follows movements, and 
changes of the things in generation, along with other things asso¬ 
ciated with these in their acts of reverence to the gods, and espe¬ 
cially in the part that pertains to performing sacrifice. 

Other souls, living according to the Nous alone and the life of 

9. The following division concludes that begun in book V, 15 where Iamblichus distin¬ 
guished two modes of worship appropriate to two different conditions of the soul: when it 
is purely noetic, with the intelligible gods, and when it is in a body. In the division quoted 
here he developed this into three modes. 

10, This phrase, he polle agele, was probably drawn from the CO, frag. 153; 107, 198; cf. 
des Places, Oracles chaldaiques > ed., trans., and comm, des Places (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 
1971), 103. 

11. Cf. DCMS 18, 9-13, where the embodied soul "falls out" of the natural order, and 
DM 21, 6-7, which describes the soul's inclination toward the phenomena of nature. 
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the Nous, and liberated from the bonds of nature, should concern 
themselves in all parts of theurgy with the intellectual and incor¬ 
poreal law of the hieratic art. 

Other souls, the media between these, should labor along dif¬ 
ferent paths of holiness according to the differences of their inter¬ 
mediate position, either by participating in both modes of ritual 
worship, or by separating themselves from one mode, or by 
accepting both of these as a foundation for more honorable 
things—for without them the transcendent goods would never 
be reached. (DM 224, 7-225, 10) 

The objects sacrificed to the gods had a direct affinity with them. 
Iamblichus says: "Whenever we worship the Gods who rule over the 
soul and nature it is not out of place to offer natural powers to them, nor 
is it despicable to consecrate to them bodies under the rule of nature, for 
all the works of nature serve the Gods and contribute to their govern¬ 
ment" (DM 226, 3-9). To the gods who presided over particular places, 
the things produced in those places were the appropriate sacrifices (DM 
234, 1-2). Iamblichus says: "For always, to creators their own works are 
especially pleasing, and to those beings who are primarily the causes for 
producing certain things, those very things are primarily dear to them" 
(DM 235, 3-5). Such creations, Iamblichus says, may be "animals" (zoa 
tina), "plants" (phuta) (DM 235, 6) or other earthly products that contrib¬ 
ute to the administration of the gods. These creations united embodied 
souls with the universal philia. As Iamblichus put it, "they preserve the 
power of the communion between Gods and men" (DM 235, 11-12). 

Material creations were the proper elements to sacrifice in the the¬ 
urgies of souls bound to material concerns. Through the consecration of 
these elements souls brought themselves into accord with the gods who 
ruled them; that is, with the material and encosmic deities. All souls 
began theurgic disciplines with sacrifices to these gods to establish a 
foundation for more comprehensive forms of worship, and the material 
gods themselves presided over these offerings. Iamblichus explains: 

According to the art of the priests it is necessary to begin sacred 
rites from the material Gods. For the ascent to the immaterial 
Gods will not otherwise take place. The material Gods, therefore, 
are in communion with matter in as much as they preside over it. 
Hence they rule over material phenomena: (i.e., division, colli¬ 
sion, impact, reaction, change, generation, and corruption of all 
material bodies). 

If anyone wishes to worship these Gods theurgically, [that is to 
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say,] in the manner in which they naturally exist and have been 
alloted their rule, one ought to render to them a material form of 
worship. For in this way we may be led into complete familiarity 
with all these Gods, and in worship we offer what is appropri¬ 
ately related to them. In the sacrifices, therefore, dead bodies and 
things deprived of life, the blood of animals, the consumption of 
victims, their diverse changes and destruction, and in short, the 
breakdown of the matter offered to the Gods is fitting—not for 
the Gods themselves—but with respect to the matter over which 
they preside. For although the Gods are pre-eminently separate 
(choristoi) from matter they are nevertheless present to it. And 
though they contain matter by virtue of an immaterial power, 
they co-exist with it. (DM 217, 8-218, 12) 

Elsewhere, Iamblichus described the benefits of animal and blood 
sacrifices. In the case of expiatory sacrifices to appease the "anger of the 
gods" (DM 43, 2), he explained that the "anger" did not come from the 
gods but from the soul's "turning away from their beneficent care" (DM 
43, 4-5). The purpose of the sacrificial rite was to turn the soul's atten¬ 
tion back to the gods and the higher order. The expiation did not affect 
the gods but souls, converting them to the divine order. Iamblichus says: 
"If anyone believes that deserting the guardian care [of the gods] leads to 
a sort of automatic injury, the appeal to Superior Beings by means of 
sacrifice serves to remind us again of their beneficent care, removes the priva¬ 
tion [of their presence], and is entirely pure and inflexible" (DM 44, 5- 
10). Animal sacrifice and the burning of victims portrayed how the soul's 
impurities were consumed in its apotheosis. Iamblichus chided Por¬ 
phyry for ignoring this symbolic (and theurgic) dimension of fire (DM 
214, 5-6, 216, 9-10): 

Your question betrays an ignorance concerning the offering of 
sacrifices by means of fire, for it is the greater power of fire to 
consume, destroy, and assimilate matter to itself but not to be 
assimilated to matter, and fire lifts up the offering to the divine, 
heavenly, and immaterial Fire instead of drawing it down to mat¬ 
ter and generation. (DM 214, 5-10) 

The power of fire to destroy and assimilate matter was a ritual anticipa¬ 
tion of the soul's assimilation to the gods. Iamblichus says: 

For Superior Beings, those for whom the breakdown of matter 
through fire is dear, are impassive, and they render us impassive. 
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Whatever exists within us is made similar to the Gods just as fire 
assimilates all solid and resistant substances to luminous and at¬ 
tenuated bodies. And by means of sacrifices and the fire of the 
sacrificial offering, we are led up to the Fire of the Gods just as 
[we see] in the ascent of fire to the Fire invoked and in the draw¬ 
ing up of gravitating and resistant things to divine and heavenly 
natures. (DM 214, 17-215, 7) 

In effect, the drama of blood sacrifice was a mnemonic rite to remind the 
soul of its fiery origin. One can imagine how the sounds, smells, and 
colors of an animal sacrifice would hold the attention of the worshiper; 
for lamblichus, one's absorption in the rite was the sine qua non to 
awaken the divine snnthema in the soul. As he says, "the fire of our 
sacrifice imitates the divine Fire" (DM 215, 19), which "liberates" (DM 
216, 5) the soul from the bonds of matter, "assimilates" (DM 216, 5) it to 
the gods, and makes it fit to participate in their philia (DM 216, 6). 

The offering and consumption of a victim was vicariously the sacrifice 
of the soul, yet to achieve the desired familiarity (oikedsis) with the gods 
of the sacrificed elements, the worshiper had to be similar to the ele¬ 
ments offered. His communion with the gods depended on his con- 
naturality (sungeneia) with the elements. Material theurgy often called 
for the consumption of life and blood, which may signify that for the 
"great herd" of humanity, embodied for punishment (dike) and judg¬ 
ment (krisis) (Stab, I, 380, 12-13) the ritual suffering of matter effected 
their own. The "middle class" of souls who descended to "exercise" and 
"correct" ( Stob . I, 380, 10) their habits also participated in material wor¬ 
ship that accelerated their spiritual progress. lamblichus says: "The law 
of sacrifices for this use therefore will be necessarily corporeal-formed, 
some sacrifices cutting off what is superfluous in our souls, others filling 
us to the degree that we are deficient, and others leading into symmetry 
and order that in us which is offensively disordered" (DM 211, 13-17). 
Still other "sacred operations" (DM 221, 19) fulfilled the practical needs 
of human existence such as the health and well-being of the body (DM 
222, 1-2), and these rites were also offered to the material gods who 
preside over such things. 

Since the soul offered the gods things connatural to them, lamblichus 
explained that there was also a completely immaterial mode of worship 
directed to the immaterial gods: "Whenever we take it upon ourselves to 
honor those Gods who are uniform in themselves, it is appropriate to 
celebrate them with liberated honors. Intellectual gifts and things of 
incorporeal life are fitting for these beings. As much virtue and wisdom 
that the soul has is offered, any perfection, and all the goods that are in 


the soul" (DM 226, 9-14). The men who performed this kind of theurgy 
were "entirely purified" and very rare (DM 219, 14-15). Indeed, Iam- 
blichus says to participate in the gods in this manner was "the rarest of 
all things" (to panton spaniotaton; DM 228, 2-3), and the De Mysteriis 
provides little information on the theurgy practiced by these souls. 12 
Undoubtedly, these were the bodhisattvas to whom Dillon refers, the 
perfect souls who descended into bodies for the salvation of others (Stob. 
I, 380, 8). Since they were already in perfect harmony with the gods who 
ruled the material cosmos they had no need to perform material wor¬ 
ship. Nevertheless, because of the weakness of the human soul, their 
noetic perfection could not manifest immediately, and material forms of 
worship would have been necessary during their years of maturation. 
Such practices established the proper "foundation" (hupothesis; DM 225, 
8-11) for the immaterial worship of hypercosmic gods. 

Finally, to the intermediate gods, who were both encosmic and 
hypercosmic, a twofold kind of worship was appropriate. lamblichus 
says: "And in truth, to the intermediary Gods, who are leaders of inter¬ 
mediate blessings, sometimes two-fold offerings are adapted, some¬ 
times a common gift to both, or such gifts that are detached from what is 
inferior and connected with more elevated natures, or generally, in one 
of the modes of worship that fills the mean position between extremes" 
(DM 2261 14-20). 

To sup up, lamblichus affirmed a tripartite anthropology determined 
by the three purposes (tele) for the descent of souls into bodies: (1) to 
save, purify and protect the cosmos; (2) to correct and exercise their 
character, or (3) to undergo punishment and judgment. These divisions 
correspond to Iamblichus's tripartite theology where gods are distin¬ 
guished as: (1) hypercosmic; (2) hypercosmic and encosmic; and ( 3 ) 
encosmic. To each class of gods a corresponding mode of worship was 
assigned, drawn from the elements over which it ruled. Since encosmic 
gods were responsible for the material order they received material offer¬ 
ings, hypercosmic gods received noetic gifts, and the intermediate gods 
received both, or a mixture, or one in favor of the other. The divisions of 
the gods in their cosmogonic procession, therefore, had corresponding 
expressions in worship. Since there were three classes of human souls, 
each performed the worship appropriate to its type and to the occasion 
for the worship. The "great herd" of humanity worshiped the material 
gods with material offerings, the extremely rare noetic souls worshiped 

12. lamblichus says that it would not be appropriate to discuss this kind of theurgy 
with those who are beginning sacred operations or even with those who have reached the 
intermediate stage (DM 228, 6-12). 
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the immaterial gods with noetic gifts, and the intermediate souls wor¬ 
shiped the intermediate gods with twofold gifts. The correspondence 
between lamblichus's theology, psychology, and ritual worship may be 
portrayed in Table 1 * 


Table 1. 


Souls 

Purposes for 
Embodiment 

Rituals 

Gods 

1. noetic 

to save, perfect, and 
purify generated life 

completely 
material 
and noetic 

hypercosmic/ 

immaterial 

2. intermediate 

to exercise and 
correct moral habits 

immaterial 
and material 

intermediate: 
joining 
encosmic to 
hypercosmic 

3. material 

for judgment 
and punishment 

material 

encosmic/material 




Ritual as 
Cosmogony 


The omission, even of few things, 
subverts the entire effect of 
worship . 


To divide theurgists into three groups corresponding to three levels of the 
cosmos suggests a static structure, with each soul assigned a specific rank 
to worship a specific class of gods fixed in its rank. Although this schema 
is not inaccurate it overlooks the vitality of the structure, the dynamic 
character of theurgy as the unifying energeia of the gods. Cosmogonically 
theurgic action was philia , the demiurgic weaving of opposites (cf. In Nic. 
73, 1-5), and it should be remembered that theurgic rites were perfor¬ 
mances that initiated human souls into the activity of the gods. 

In the previous chapter I argued that every sacrifice had to meet two 
criteria of fitness ( prosekon ): the sacrifice had to be connatural ( sungenes) 
both with the soul who offered it and with the god who received it. The 
sacrifice, therefore, served as a mean to awaken the philia between the 
god and the soul. The affinity of the theurgist with his offering and its 
connection to the god allowed him to enter the god's energeia when the 
sacrifice was properly performed. Through sacrifice the soul tapped the 
power of the ruling god whether the offering was an animal, a plant, a 
song, or a virtue, and these sacrifices were not extraneous to the will of 
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the gods but direct expressions of their own activity. For Iamblichus, 
theurgy was fundamentally dynamic, for the philia that sustained both 
cosmos and sacrifice was seen, ultimately, as the erds of the One, proceed- 
ing from, and returning to, itself. 

Theurgic sacrifice was also dynamic from the perspective of an individ¬ 
ual soul; in its worship each soul gradually moved from material to 
immaterial gods. Following the Aristotelian principle that the first in 
ontology was last in generation, the human soul proceeded to the intelli¬ 
gible gods by first accommodating itself to the material gods; only when 
the soul had integrated itself with material powers could its immaterial 
principles become active. 1 The soul's ascent to the noetic Father followed 
an unbroken continuum and any attempt to worship the Father directly 
and without intermediaries was bound to fail. Iamblichus explains that 
“for people not yet liberated from the fate of the material world and the 
communion tied up with bodies, unless a corresponding sort of worship 
is offered, they will utterly fail to attain immaterial or material blessings" 
(DM 219, 18-220, 5). Although the immaterial gods contained (perichein) 
the materia] gods and were the ultimate source of material blessings, 
their goods had to be mediated by the material gods and their daimons. 
Iamblichus says: "it must not be allowed for anyone to say that the 
immaterial Gods provide their gifts with their attention immediately 
bound up in the affairs of human life" (DM 222, 9-13). 

The worship of the material gods fulfilled the order of fate (DM 223, 
13-15), which allowed the soul to experience its laws as providential and 
liberating. 2 Since the material gods were revealed by daimons, material 
rites necessarily worked with daimonic orders, and since these same 
daimons ruled over bodily instincts and passions, the rituals that estab¬ 
lished the proper measures for associating with them also stabilized the 
passions of the soul. Somatic life was ritually sewn into the cosmogonic 
philia, but to attain this affiliation the theurgist had to awaken all the 
powers in his soul through their correspondences in the cosmos. 
Iamblichus says: "The theurgists know that the omission, even of insig¬ 
nificant things, subverts the entire effect of worship; just as in a musical 

1, This progress through the orders of the gods is reflected in the psychological prog¬ 
ress within the orders of the soul itself; just as the immaterial gods were present, but 
hidden, in the material gods, so the soul's circle of the "same" was present in the circle(s) 
of the "other" but remained inactive until the soul balanced them (Tim. 37ab). Cf. the soul's 
relation to the two horses of the Phaedrus (247ab). For Iamblichus, this rectification was 
possible only by theurgy See Dillon's comments, Iamblichi Chalcidensis, 341-42. 

2. See lamblichus's identification of fate and providence in his letter to Macedonius; 

Stob . II, 173, 26-174, 27. 
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scale, if one string is broken the whole scale becomes inharmonious and 
out of tune." 3 

To deny any power its honor would deny to one's soul the divinization 
of its corresponding element. Thus Iamblichus says: 

He who has not distributed to all [these powers] what is fitting 
and in accord with the appropriate honor that each is worthy to 
receive, will depart imperfect and deprived of participation in the 
Gods. But he who celebrates all these powers and offers to each 
gifts that are pleasing and honors that are as similar to them as 
possible, will always remain secure and infallible since he has 
properly completed, perfect and whole, the receptacle of the di¬ 
vine choir. (DM 228, 19-229, 7) 

The "receptacle of the divine choir" was the soul itself whose task it was to 
receive all the gifts of the gods (DM 55-56). In Aristotelian terms, this 
reception transformed the soul from a cosmos in potentiality (en dunamei) 
to a cosmos in actuality (en energeia). Since the cosmos was collectively the 
energeiai of the gods, the human soul, in effect, assimilated itself to the 
gods by ritually enacting their energeiai; first, however, the soul had to 
coordinate its passions with material daimons. The affections that en¬ 
slaved the soul to daimons had to be purified and aligned with sunthemata 
in nature before the soul could reach the simpler and more unified levels 
of the gods. Without this collaboration with daimons the soul lacked the 
foundation necessary to homologize itself to the material gods. 4 

Noetic worship was useless without this foundation. Yet, in the view of 
Iamblichus, such premature noetic worship was being encouraged in 
Platonic schools, and Porphyry, his chief rival, was a prime example of 
one who attempted to short-circuit the material gods and daimons. Al¬ 
though Porphyry had spoken of his hendsis with the One, he was subject 
to severe bouts of depression, even to the point of suicide. Such emotions 
would suggest that Porphyry neglected to honor the god and daimons 

3. DM 230, 2-6. Repeating the same principle, Simplicius says: "Just as in the case of a 
word, if letters are left off or added on the form of the word is lost, so with divine works 
and words, if anything is left off, or added on, or mixed up, the divine illumination will not 
take place"; Simplicius, Commentarius in Enchiridion Epicteti , ed. L. Deubner (Paris, 1842), 
94, 42-46. 

4. Philo of Alexandria, faced with a similar challenge (i.e., to justify the traditional 
Jewish cult in the face of philosophic critique) argued that without the fulfillment of the 
material cult the soul would lack a foundation for spiritual initiations; see De Mig . Abr. 89; 
92-93; 96. 
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associated with his depression and thus failed to homologize himself to 
the material gods, gatekeepers of the immaterial gods and true union 
with the One. From a theurgical perspective. Porphyry lacked a founda¬ 
tion, the security (asphales) and infallibility (aptaistos; DM 229, 5-6), that 
came from properly completing the "receptacle" of the divine choir. 
From Iamblichus's perspective Porphyry's hendsis had to have been false: 
if someone were still dominated by worldly passions (e.g., suicidal de¬ 
pression), he could not presume to pass beyond the material gods. 5 
Iamblichus says: 

For if we ourselves are in the world, are contained as individual 
parts in the whole of the universe, are brought into existence 
primarily through it, are perfected by all the powers in it, are 
constituted by its elements, and receive from it our share of life 
and nature, if this is the case, it is not allowed for us to pass 
beyond the cosmos and the encosmic orders. (DM 227, 6-13) 


The soul could not rise to the paternal Demiurge alone. 6 To rgach the 
One, the soul had to be assimilated to the Whole, and this was accom¬ 
plished only by honoring "all the gods." Though Iamblichus admits that 
noetic theurgy worshiped the "One, at the summit of the whole multi¬ 
tude of gods" (DM 230, 15-16), the direct worship of the One came only 
"at the very end of life and to very few" (DM 230, 18-231, 1). In the De 
Mysteriis Iamblichus did not reveal the details of this elevated form of 
theurgy (DM 231, 2-5) except to say that its method of worship corre¬ 
sponded to the simplicity of its object, the One. Although noetic theurgy 
made no use of material objects, it would not have been opposed to 
material theurgies; the One was as present to sublunary natures as it 
was to the hypercosmic gods. The theurgist who performed noetic wor¬ 
ship consequently honored the multitude of encosmic orders contained 
in the One. In fact, the One was never reached directly—by seeking 
unity—but by unified activity that imitated the energeia of the One: the 
manifesting cosmos. Iamblichus explains: 

[JJust as a cosmos is gathered into one congregation out of many 
orders, so also the completion of sacrifices—to be faultless and 
whole—must be connected to the entire order of Superior Beings. 

5. Apart from the fact that it is self-contradictory to know one has experienced an 
ineffable union. 

6. Cf. Iamblichus's remarks preserved in Damascius, In Philebum 227, 3-7; in L. G. 

Westerink, trans. and ed.. Lectures on the Philebus (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1959), 106-7. 



And if, indeed, this order is numerous, all-perfect, and united in 
several ranks, it is necessary that the sacred rite also should imitate its 
variety by attaching itself to all the powers. Therefore, in accord 
with this, and with respect to the great variety of beings around us, 
it is not allowed to be joined with the divine causes that preside 
over these powers from a certain part ( meros ) that they contain, nor 
to ascend imperfectly to their first causes. (DM 231, 6-17) 

In contrast to Porphyry, Iamblichus felt that souls must participate 
directly, and theurgically, in the material cosmos. For Iamblichus, cosmo- 
genesis was the divine activity and the material cosmos, including its 
daimons, was a theophany. To participate in this activity required simply 
that the ritual and the gods invoked in the rite be appropriate ( prosekon) 
to the soul that performed the sacrifice. As Iamblichus says: "Each man 
attends to his sacrifice according to what he is, not according to what he 
is not; therefore the sacrifice should not surpass the proper measure of 
the one who performs the worship." 7 

There is no simpler or more comprehensive expression of theurgy's 
pragmatism. The theurgic cure for any disturbance in the soul had to be 
adapted to the nature of the illness. When this concerned exaggerated 
affections or disturbances the god and daimons who had jurisdiction 
over that condition had to be placated. Theurgy simply attempted to 
balance the disturbed element of the soul by restoring it to the lord of 
that element, and to effect this the soul focused on a ritual object 
connatural (sungenes) to itself and to the ruling god. Explaining this 
method, Iamblichus says: 

The law of religious worship distributes similars to things obvi¬ 
ously similar (ta homoia , . . tors homoiois) and extends through all 
things from the highest to the lowest, assigning incorporeals to 
incorporeals, but bodies to bodies, and to each of these classes (it 
distributes) things that are proportionate to their natures [DM 
227, 16-228, 2], . . . Indeed, when the divine causes and the human 
preparations resembling them are united in one and the same act, the 
accomplishment of the sacrifice achieves all things and bestows great 
blessings. (DM 232, 6-9) 


7. DM 220, 6-9. I follow the emendation by Gale and Sicherl of thusias for hosias. The 
ousias preserved in book V was probably a copyist’s error due to the similarity of omicron 
and theta in the uncial script. The hosias preserved in M, therefore, represents a subse¬ 
quent attempt to emend the error of ousias. See jambUque: Les PAy stems d'Egypt, trans. and 
ed. E. des Places (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1966), 170. 
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The objects of the rite varied depending on the soul and the god 
invoked, but if the objects were offered properly they worked in the 
same way—through the sungeneia that existed between the soul and its 
sacrifice and the sungeneia between the sacrifice and the god. Because the 
soul employed animals, plants, and other objects to enter the energeiai of 
the gods, one might assume that theurgists believed the objects them¬ 
selves effected the soul's unification. Porphyry suggested that this was 
what theurgists believed, making them no better than sorcerers. Iambli- 
chus disagreed with the assumption: "It is better to assign as the cause 
[of the power in sacrifices] the intimacy ( philia ), familiarity (< oikeidsis ), and 
united relationship (schesis sundetike) of creators toward their creations 
and of generators toward things generated" (DM 209, 11-14). Iambli- 
chus maintained that the sacrifice of a material object released the will of 
the Demiurge by means of the intermediate orders and the preparation 
of the soul: 

Therefore, with this common principle [i.e., the universal philia] 
leading us, whenever we take a certain animal or any of the plants 
of the earth that preserve intact and pure the will of its maker, by 
means of this intermediary then, we appropriately move the 
demiurgic cause which presides over this undefiled. But since 
these causes are numerous, some, like the Daimones, are immedi¬ 
ately engaged, [but] others, like the divine causes [Gods], are 
situated above these, and even further above these is the one 
most venerable and leading cause, and in conjunction with the 
perfect sacrifice, all these causes are moved. (DM 209, 14-210, 4) 

The ritual objects awakened corresponding sunthemata in the soul, and 
for each soul its unification was proportionate to its level of existence. 
Thus, a noeticallv received union communicated a more intense aware- 
ness of the One than a union received through material objects. Yet the 
philia was the same, and the noetic theurgist would not have disdained 
material sacrifices for he already comprehended them through a vital 
identification with their energeiai (cf. DM 8, 3-6). Again, in theurgy the 
soul did not escape from generation but assimilated itself to the demi- 
urgy of the world. As the "inspired" Socrates explains in the Cratylus 
(396c), noesis comes from neou + hesis , the soul longing for the new and 
generating world. "Ugliness," (aiskron) by contrast, was "the obstacle to 
the flow" (416a), from which it may be inferred that the soul's resistance 
to generation is what alienated it from beauty and divinity, not the flow 
of generation itself (see Tim. 43d). 

The initial anatrope that the soul suffered in birth was caused, not by 
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the flow of generation—for the flow was theophany—but by the soul's 
incapacity to receive the flow. Theurgy enhanced the soul's receptivity 
and drew it into deeper resonance with the demiurgic will. Ultimately 
the soul's individual identity was restructured so that the anatropic self 
became a pivot for the gods to experience mortality. The theurgist be¬ 
came a living sunthema , a vehicle of the gods. The theurgic progress of 
the soul from the sublunar realm to the cosmic and hypercosmic gods 
may be exemplified in Diagrams 2 and 3. 

The apotheosis of the soul has been divided into three stages: A and A.l 
represent the soul at the beginning of theurgic disciplines using material 
sunthemata connected to the orders of the encosmic gods. B and B.l repre¬ 
sent the middle stage of worship using intermediate rites tied to the 
intermediate (or liberating) gods. Cand C.l represent the noetic worship 
of a wholly purified soul directed to the hypercosmic gods. A, B, and C, 
from above, show how the disorder and imperfections of the anatropic 
soul were replaced at each stage by the divine order of the World Soul. 
Beginning with material rites the soul used material sunthemata as a foun¬ 
dation (A) for intermediate rites and intermediate sunthemata (B), and 
these, in turn, supported the complete alignment of the soul into the 
order of the World Soul in the final state (C). A.l, B.l, and C.l (side view), 
show how this movement to the principle of the soul also effected its 
ascent up the axis of cosmogenesis. At birth the cosmogonic procession 
from unity was experienced by the anatropic soul as brute necessity and 
the laws of fate (broken lines). In A.l as the soul assimilated itself to the 
encosmic gods (indicated by the solid ascending lines) the continuity of 
the encosmic order was realized and fate began to appear as providence 
(solid descending lines). In B.l the same transformation occurred, as 
errant necessity and fate were seen as the will of the paternal Nous. Finally 
in C, 1 the circulation of the procession and return became continuous and 
unbroken, but this was not realized until the soul completely integrated 
itself to the divine will. The reward of the soul's anagoge to the paternal 
Nous was realized in its active participation in the procession from the 
Nous to the hypercosmic, cosmic, and sublunary worlds, ensuring that 
the "parts" the soul had purified remained properly situated within their 
"causes." In the soul's coadministrating—with the encosmic gods—the 
extension of daimons into the last things, it helped to ensure that these 
extensions remained in their causes. This was the cosmogonic weaving of 
apeiron into perns, and it was accomplished by each soul in its material, 
intermediate, and noetic theurgies. 

In each mode of worship the gods were mediated to the soul by means 
of sunthemata , and though Iamblichus did not provide a ritual taxonomy 
he referred to objects that may be distinguished heuristically as material. 


A 
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Diagram 2. 
Material theurgies 


B 



Material and intermediate 
theurgies 


C 



Material, intermediate, 
and noetic theurgies 


At Birth 



Hypercosmic gods 
Liberated gods 


Encosmic gods 



Diagram 3. 


(apotheosis) 


The broken lines represent the soul's experience of fate. 

The ascending lines represent the theurgic epistropHe of the soul to the One. 

The solid descending lines represent the transformation of fate into the soul's 
cooperation with the Demiurge. 



noetic, and intermediate sunthemata. Since theurgy was more a practical 
therapy than a philosophic system, this division of sunthemata is based on 
therapeutic appropriations, not on metaphysical essences. A sunthema 
may be defined as material when it divinizes the material powers of the 
soul, intermediate when it divinizes the souTs intermediate powers, and 
noetic when it divinizes its noetic powers. All sunthemata were essentially 
divine but, like the gods, they received different allotments cosmologi- 
cally and were therefore distinguished by their recipients. In terms of the 
previous diagram, all sunthemata oriented souls to the vertical axis of the 
cone. In view of their common divinity but contextual differences they 
may be defined as "proportionately equivalent." Therefore, if the ratio 1:2 
represents a sunthema appropriate to divinize a noetic soul, for a more 
divided and materialistic soul the same divinizing power/ratio would be 
employed in a range of multiplicity proportionate to that soul, say 16:32. 
In other words, for the sunthema to draw a soul into the demiurgic will it 
had to affect that soul on its level of existence. This is what Iamblichus 
means when he says "the sacrifice should not surpass the proper measure 
of the soul who performs the worship" (DM 221, 8-9). The sunthema 
affected the soul in its world of experience, whether this was entirely 
material or noetic. Therefore, noetic sunthemata would not be effective in 
moving a material soul to the vertical axis. On the contrary, if the soul's 
intellect served anatropic desires, its movement would not be axial but 
peripheral to appropriate the noetic sunthema as an idea to inflate its self- 
importance. 8 Iamblichus believed that this kind of conceptual spirituality 
threatened the integrity of the Platonic school. Theurgy guaranteed that 
the soul's anagoge could not be "rationalized"; the sunthemata that released 
the will of the Demiurge and effected the soul's ascent functioned at a 
level that preceded all conceptualization. 


8, Such "prizes" would be the equivalent of the false rewards sought by the keen-eyed 
prisoners of the "cave" in the Republic (516cd). 
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Material 

Sunthemata 


Immaterial beings are present in 
material natures immaterial!]/. 


Iamblichus used the terms sunthema, sumbolon, and semeit\ to describe 
respectively the theurgic "token/ "symbol/' or "sign" that divinized the 
souk Iamblichus's use of the term sunthema probably derived from the 
Chaldean Oracles where it was synonymous with sumbolon. In fragment 
108 of the Oracles, the sumbola are said to be "sown . . . throughout the 
cosmos" by the Paternal Demiurge/ and Ruth Majercik explains that 
these symbols "can be equated with the Platonic Forms" (CO, 182). The 
sunthemata of the Oracles had a cosmogonic role like the Forms of Middle 
Platonism. Both functioned as dynamic powers enforming the cosmos, 
and both were considered the "thoughts of the Father." 1 2 3 From Oracle 
fragments 2 and 109 it is clear that the sunthemata were also anagogic, for 
when the soul "remembers the pure, paternal token (sunthema)/' it re¬ 
turned to the paternal Nous / In the Chaldean system and the De 

1. CO, frag. 108, p. 91. 

2. For the Middle Platonic interpretation of the Forms as the "thoughts" of the 
Demiurge see Philo, De opif. 4,17-20; 44,129-130; cf. Albinus, Didasc. 9,1-2. Also, see the 
discussion by John Dillon, The Middle Platonists (London: Duckworth, 19 77), 55. 

3. CO, Frag. 109, 91. Frag. 2 states to reach the Intelligible "you must cast into your 

imagination the entire token ( sunthema ) of the triad" (49). See Majercik's commentary, 141. 



Mysteriis the sunthemata were distributed simultaneously into the cosmos 
and into every soul by the Demiurge. 

Iamblichus discussed sunthemata in a cosmogonic context three times 
in the De Mysteriis. In DM 65-66 Iamblichus says that each theurgic rite 
engaged the "eternal measures" (rnetra . . . aidia) and "wondrous depos¬ 
its" (enthemata thaumasta) sent by the Demiurge to our world (DM 65, 6- 
8), and through them "the inexpressible is expressed through ineffable 
symbols" (DM 65, 8-9). This describes a cosmogonic and hieratic func¬ 
tion of sunthemata . In an explanation of augury Iamblichus makes the 
hieratic and cosmogonic connection even more explicit. He says that the 
gods use the cosmogonic power of daimons to reveal their will through 
natural signs (DM 135, 8-10). He explains: 

The Gods produce signs (semeia) by means of nature which 
serves them in the work of generation, nature as a whole and 
individual natures specifically, or by means of the generative 
Daimones who, presiding over the elements of the cosmos, par¬ 
ticular bodies, animals, and everything in the world, easily pro¬ 
duce the phenomena in whatever way seems good to the Gods. 
They reveal the intentions of the God symbolically (sumbolikos) 
(DM 135, 14-136, 3) 

Quoting Heraclitus, Iamblichus says this is the oracular mode: "neither 
speaking, nor concealing, but signifying" (DM 136, 4-5) and suggests 
that this was also the cosmogonic mode. He continues: "Therefore, just 
as the Gods create all things by means of images and signify all things 
in the same way through sunthemata , in the same way the Gods stir up 
our understanding to a greater sharpness by the same means" (DM 
136, 6-10). 

Finally, Iamblichus says the Egyptians imitated the nature of the uni¬ 
verse and the creation of the gods through their use of noetic images 
(eiko?ies) (DM 249,14-250, 7). For Iamblichus, the Egyptian cult served as a 
model for theurgy because of its imitation of cosmogenesis. The hiero¬ 
glyphic symbols were images of creative powers, the same powers that 
effected the soul's return to the gods. The eikones of the Egyptian cult, like 
the sunthemata of theurgy, performed a cosmogonic function. Iamblichus 
uses the verb "to impress" (apotupein) to describe Egyptian cosmo¬ 
genesis, 4 following Plato, who says the Demiurge perfected the world by 
"impressing (apotupoumenos) living creatures according to the nature of 

4. At DM 65, 10, to reveal the Forms in images; at 135, 5, to stamp out the character of 
the Demiurge; and again at 250, 5, to reveal the Forms in images. 
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the paradigm'" {Tim . 39e, 6-7). For Iamblichus the living eikones impressed 
by the Demiurge were simultaneously cosmogonic and anagogic. 

The sunthemata and sumbola of theurgy functioned in a manner similar 
to Plato's Forms in that both revealed the divine order. According to 
Plato, however, only the Form of Beauty is sensibly revealed, and there¬ 
fore it is Beauty that instigates man's anamnesis of the gods (Phaedrus 250, 
b-d). Significantly, in Proclus's theory of prayer, where he purports to 
explain the view of Iamblichus (In Tim. I, 209, 11), sunthemata are de¬ 
scribed as 

the material causes (hulikai aitiai; In Tim. I, 213, 16) [of prayer], 
implanted in the essences of souls by the Demiurge for their 
recollection (anamnesis) of the Gods who made them and of other 
[divine] things. (In Tim. I, 213, 16-18) 

Common to Beauty and to theurgic sunthemata was the eros that initiated 
the soul's divinization. In Chapter 13, I suggested that the efdmenoi of 
the Symposium and the sunthemata of theurgy were functionally equiva¬ 
lent. Both revealed divinity to the soul at its level of attraction, and both 
initiated its ascent to the gods. If sunthemata may be equated with the 
Forms of Plato, they should especially be associated with the Form of 
Beauty for, like Beauty, sunthemata were revealed to the senses and 
through the sanctification of the senses the sunthemata —like expressions 
of Beauty—gradually led the soul back to the highest level as the soul 
elevated its eros for the Good. 

Posing the question of what relation theurgic sunthemata have to the 
Platonic Forms, Andrew Smith acknowledges their similarity but distin¬ 
guishes the sunthemata and sumbola by noting that they "perfect the cos¬ 
mos rather then simply enform it." 5 Smith explains that for Proclus the 
sunthemata tend to express more the anagogic than emanative power of 
the Forms, and he says this distinction is also present in the De Mysteriis 
where Iamblichus asserts the "analogy" but not identity between the 
sunthemata and the Forms (Porphyry's Place , 107 n. 11). 

Smith's distinction is correct, yet it may be developed further. Since 
Iamblichus asserts that questions may be discussed in a philosophical, 
theological, or theurgical manner, it is possible to see the cosmological 
description of the Forms as proper to a philosophic discourse while an 
anagogic description would stress the theurgic function of the Forms as 

5. Smith cites Proclus In Tim. I, 161, 10; see Smith, Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic 
Tradition: A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 107 
n. 11. 
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sunthemata . In other words, although every soul was created by the 
Demiurge with "harmonic ratios" ( logoi harmonikoi) (In Tim. I, 4, 32), and 
"divine symbols" (sumbola theia; In Tim. I, 4, 32-33), the former were 
active in all souls by virtue of cosmogenesis while the latter remained 
inactive until awakened in theurgy. Thus, when the logoi that constitute 
the soul's essence were ritually appropriated and awakened in the life of 
the soul, these logoi could then be called sumbola or sunthemata. 

Friedrich Cremer argues that theurgic sunthemata were charged with 
demiurgic will, and he contends that Iamblichus's source for this under¬ 
standing was the Chaldean Oracles. 6 Cremer's first point is indisputable, 
but I believe he exaggerates Iamblichus's dependence on the Oracles for 
this teaching. The notion of the "beneficent ( aphthonos ) will" of the 
Demiurge was already described by Plato in the Timaeus (29e) as the 
primary cause for creation. This was a Platonic topos and had been 
developed by Middle Platonists in their description of the Forms as the 
"thoughts" of the Father. In the hieratic discourse of the Oracles these 
"thoughts" were translated into sunthemata and sumbola, charged with 
divine will. Iamblichus says that despite the variety of these symbols the 
Demiurge contains them all undividedly: "he contains the signs within 
himself, has comprehended them in unity, and creates them from him¬ 
self according to one will" (DM 141, 11-13). 

If the generosity of the Platonic Demiurge was the cause for creation, it 
follows that this will was immanent throughout his creation. As Proclus 
put it, the world was contained within his will (cf. In Tim . I, 209, 13-210, 
4). When the Platonic Forms were transformed by Middle Platonists into 
the "thoughts" of the Creator and these, in turn, were understood to be 
"powers" extending into the cosmos, it was perhaps inevitable that 
these demiurgic powers would be "discovered" in their manifest expres¬ 
sions and adapted in some manner to benefit embodied souls. Theurgy 
and the doctrine of divine sunthemata was the practical culmination of 
this development, and it is one that Iamblichus believed to be entirely 
Platonic. 

The hieratic function of sunthemata in the noetic, material, and interme¬ 
diate realms reinforced the connection between the highest and lowest 
levels and communicated the demiurgic will to every part of the world 
where the soul was bound. Iamblichus says: "The abundance of power 
of the highest beings has the nature always to transcend everything in 
this world, and yet this power is immanent in everything equally with¬ 
out impediment. According to this principle, therefore, first beings illu- 

6. Cremer, Die Chaldaischen Orakel and jamblich de Mysteriis (Meisenheim am Gian: An¬ 
ton Hain, 1969), 106-11. 
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minate the last, and immaterial beings are present in material natures, 
immaterially'' (DM 232, 11-16). In his explanation of prayer Proclus 
repeats this principle almost verbatim. He says that although the proces¬ 
sion from the gods is carefully graded, the gods contain everything 
''directly" (autothen; In Tim. I, 209, 17-18): "for the divine is separate 
from nothing, but is present equally (ex isou) to all" (In Tim. I, 209, 19- 
20). Hieratic Neoplatonists believed that sunthemata had a twofold func¬ 
tion. They remained "equally" (ex isou) in the gods because they were all 
"vertically" rooted in their causal power, yet each also had a "horizon¬ 
tal" identity in its respective order in the cosmos (In Tim. I, 210, 12-20). 
Since each god had a specific cosmic function, its sunthemata bore its 
identifying marks in their respective (horizontal) realms of expression 
and possessed a special intimacy with others marked by the same god. 

In On the Hieratic Art Proclus explains that the relationship between 
the sunthemata tied to the same deity was not based on natural power but 
on the degree of participation in their ruling god. For example, in the 
case of lions and cocks, which are both solar animals, Proclus says: 

Indeed, it is amazing how things that are lesser in natural power 
and size are fearful to those greater than them in both attributes. 
For they say the lion draws back from the cock. The cause for this 
may not be grasped from the physical senses but from intuitive 
observation and from the differences among the causes. For the 
symbol of solar qualities is certainly more actively present in the 
cock [than in the lion]. 7 

The "things below," lamblichus says, are connected to "divine causes," 
yet, as Proclus explains, the relationship between sensible symbols was 
determined by the degree of "verticularity" that each actualized. This 
would explain lamblichus's hierarchy of human souls: the more active 
the god in a soul, the higher the soul's spiritual rank. In addition, hu¬ 
man souls under a hermetic, solar, or lunar order had a special affinity 
for the plants, animals, and stones associated respectively with Hermes, 
Helios, or Selene (In Tim . I, 210). As cause of a specific order, the god 
contained all its symbols and the theurgist had to re-create the entire 
collection in his ritual. Therefore, theurgists observed the natural proper¬ 
ties of things in order to identify their gods and to gather the appropriate 
objects when invoking a specific deity. Proclus says: "Hence, in the 
mixture of many things the theurgists united the aforementioned [di- 

7. Proclus, Peri tes hath' Hellenas Hieratikes Technes [On the hieratic art of the Greeks], in 
CMAG f 6:150, 5-10. 



vine] emanations and made the unity derived from many things resem¬ 
ble that unity which is whole prior to the many" (CMAG VI, 150, 28-30). 
Without this collection of things, each of which "bears a certain character¬ 
istic of the god" (CMAG, VI, 150, 27), Proclus says the theurgist could 
not invoke him. This follows lamblichus's teaching that one must honor 
all the powers or the gods will not be reached (DM 228, 19-229, 7). One 
could not ascend to the undivided deity through only one of its parts or 
divisions. 

The fragmentation of material souls required a corresponding multi¬ 
plicity in their worship. Material souls had to gather a multitude of 
objects to represent and contain their own dividedness. To consecrate a 
statue, worshipers collected various objects through which they could 
invoke the deity. The statue was a mean that functioned both as a projec¬ 
tion of the soul's powers and as an image of the powers of the god 
revealed in single coherent form. 8 To ensure the effectiveness of the rite 
the objects had to be fitting (prosekon) to the god invoked and to the 
material attachment of the soul. These collections formed "receptacles" 
(hupodochai) for the gods and lamblichus says that theurgists created 
them with "stones" (lithoi), "herbs" (botanai), "animals" (zda), "aro¬ 
matics" (aromata), and other sanctified objects (DM 233, 9-12) that pos¬ 
sessed intimate affiliations with the gods invoked. These material objects 
were necessary for worship and therefore lamblichus warns Porphyry 
that 

•m ‘ ■ 
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one ought not to despise all matter, only matter that is estranged 
from the Gods, for matter that is related to them should be chosen 
since it is able to be in harmony with the shrines built to the Gods, 
the erecting of statues, and also with the holy acts of sacrifices. 
For there is no other way that places on earth or men who dwell 
in them might receive participation in the Superior Beings unless 
a foundation of this kind is first established. 9 

The objects and shapes used to erect a temple or consecrate a statue 
had to possess sunthemata of the god invoked or theurgic contact would 
not be effected. In addition to the objects listed above lamblichus refers 

8. For a discussion of the telestic branch of theurgy that awakens the "divine statue" in 
the soul see Pierre Boyance, "Th6urgie et telestique neoplatoniciennes," Revue de L'Histoire 
des Religions 147 (1955): 189-209. 

9. DM 233, 17-234, 7. Proclus maintained that theurgic statues revealed the properties 
of the gods through their shapes, signs, postures, and expressions; Proclus, A Commentary 
on the First Book of Euclid's Elements , trans. with introduction and notes by Glenn R. Morrow 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 110-11. 
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to the use of "batons" (rabdoi), "pebbles" (j psephidia; DM 141, 14), and 
"incense" (aroma; DM 233, 13-16) to awaken corresponding sunthemata 
in the soul, and a form of theurgic divination called "light-gathering" 
(photagogia ) employed "water" (hudor; DM 134, 2-3) and "walls" ( toichoi; 
DM 134, 2-7) as media for light. Iamblichus's most extensive discussion 
of a material s unthema concerned the vernal rites of erecting phalli whose 
worship introduced man to cosmogonic action. He says: "Speaking of 
particular things, we say that the erection of phalli is a sunthema of 
generative power, and we believe this act calls out for the fecundation of 
the cosmos. Hence, most are offered in the spring, precisely when the 
entire cosmos receives from the Gods the germination of the whole 
natural world" (DM 38,14-39, 3). The obscenities uttered during this rite 
also had a psychagogic function. Iamblichus continues: 

In my view the obscene words spoken indicate the privation of 
beauty in matter and of the antecedent state of deformity in 
things about to be brought into cosmic order. The entities in need 
of being ordered yearn [for it] proportionately more as they de¬ 
spise more the ugliness in themselves. Again, therefore, they 
pursue the causes of the forms and of beauty after they have 
learned about ugliness from the uttering of obscenities. The execu¬ 
tion of base actions is averted, yet by means of verbal expressions 
the knowledge of it is revealed, and they turn their desire to the 
opposite [of what is base]. (DM 39, 3-13) 

Iamblichus employed Aristotle's theory of catharsis to explain the psy¬ 
chological effects of phallus rituals (DM 39, 14-40, 8), for he believed 
that the experience of the embodied soul was vicariously portrayed in 
the rite. Estranged from its own divinity, the soul—like chaotic matter— 
was deprived of beauty, and the obscenities shouted in the ritual allowed 
the soul to recognize its ugliness apart from the divine. This recognition 
awakened the soul's desire (ephesis) for the divine, and the erect 
phallus—as sunthema —was an image of that desire. 10 

The participant in the rite did not literally worship a phallus but the 
divine power of fecundation. In other words, the erect phallus functioned 
as an intermediary to the divine, a sunthema of the god. As Julian explains 
in his Letter to a Priest: "Our fathers established images and altars, and the 
maintenance of undying fire, and all such things, in a word, as symbols of 
the abundant presence of the Gods, not that we may regard these things 

10. The recognition of one's "ugliness," like the recognition of one's "nothingness" 
(audeneia) in prayer (DM 47, 17), caused the soul to yearn more intensely for the divine. 



as Gods, but that we may worship the Gods through them (di'autdri)" 11 The 
horizontal sympathy that the soul shared with a symbol became thefoun- 
dation through which its vertical power was received, and any ritual that 
stopped at the horizontal level of sumpatheia and did not "preserve the 
analogy with divine creation" (DM 168,13-16) was not theurgy at all, but 
sorcery (goeteia), Theurgic activity was always—in analogia —-cosmogonic 
activity, and Iamblichus condemned sorcery specifically because it did not 
share in the creative generosity of the gods: "If some of those [sorcerers] 
who perform invocations make use of natural or corporeal powers of the 
universe, the influence (dosis) 12 of the energy, in itself, is involuntary and 
without evil, but he who uses it perverts the influence to a contrary 
purpose and to base things" (DM 193,15-18). Although the influence of 
the material gods was universal and worked on the principle of like to like 
(di' homoioteta; DM 193,18-19), the sorcerer "directs this gift toward base 
things according to his will and contrary" to justice" (DM 194, 1-2). 
Iamblichus continues: 

The influence [from the Gods] causes things that are furthest 
apart to move together according to the one harmony of the cos¬ 
mos, but if someone who understands this tries to draw certain 
parts of the universe to other parts in a perverse way the parts are 
in no way the cause of the perversion but the audacity of men and 
their transgression of the order in the cosmos, perverting things 
which are beautiful and lawful. (DM 194, 2-7) 

The perversity of the sorcerer returned to himself: 

If anyone takes the things that contribute properly to the perfec¬ 
tion of the universe and diverts them to another purpose and 
illegitimately achieves something, the damage from what he has 
evilly used will fall on him personally. (DM 182, 13-16) 


11. Julian, Letter to a Priest 292ab, in The Works of the Emperor Julian, 3 vols., ed. W. C. 
Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969); cf. 294c: "When we look at the im¬ 
ages of the god, let us not indeed think they are stones or wood, but neither let us think 
they are the gods themselves." 

12. dosis, "influence" or "gift," refers to the beneficent emanations that come to man 
from the gods; cf. DM 29, 13-15. 
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Intermediate 
Sunthemata — 

Seeing and 
Hearing the 

Gods 


Sounds and melodies are 
consecrated to each one of the 
Gods . . . 


Because intermediate souls performed a combination of noetic and mate¬ 
rial rites, they necessarily employed material sunthemata . Indeed, material 
sunthemata would not have been inappropriate for purely noetic souls 
either since material rites were guided by the same gods and, by analogia , 
in the same way as noetic rites. Nevertheless, there are forms of worship 
discussed in the De Mysteriis that exhibit less material characteristics than 
those discussed previously, and for heuristic purposes the objects used in 
these rites will be designated as "intermediate sunthemata." These were 
the visible and audible sunthemata that Iamblichus described in the De 
Mysteriis as hieratic characters, symbols, names, and musical composi¬ 
tions. Although the designation "intermediate" is my own, I believe the 
distinction is consistent with Iamblichus's thought. Following Iambli- 
chus's principle that the law of worship derived from the order of the 
gods, the visible and audible symbols mediated between immaterial and 
material realms just as liberated gods mediated between the hypercosmic 
and encosmic realms. Incantations and hieroglyphics did not draw di¬ 
rectly from the material order like plants, animals, or stones, yet neither 



were they wholly immaterial. They were intermediate and remained ma¬ 
terial to the degree that they had a sensible expression. 

It is important not to misunderstand this distinction. It does not mean 
that the unity of the gods was less present in a stone because it was 
materially more dense. Iamblichus's division of sunthemata was based on 
the needs of souls, not on the degree of divinity in the ritual objects. A 
soul already justified with material daimons and encosmic gods, for 
example, still had to sanctify its dianoetic capacities. For such a soul, 
following the homeopathic principle described in Chapter 4, the cure for 
its disorder was found in the disordered elements themselves, and this 
called for sunthemata more akin to dianoetic activity. In short, the sym¬ 
bolic vehicle for a soul's purification had to be suited to the specific 
needs of that soul, and if the soul was ready for contact with the interme¬ 
diate gods, it called for rites and sunthemata of an intermediate order. 

Iamblichus speaks of diviners who invoke the gods with "characters" 
(i charakteres ) sketched on the ground and says that they should follow a 
carefully prescribed order of worship (DM 129, 14-131). Further, in his 
explanation of divinization effected through the medium of light ( phota - 
gogia), Iamblichus says that theurgic contact may be awakened when 
light is cast on a wall prepared "with sacred inscriptions of characters" 
(DM 134, 4-6). Although he does not describe these characters in any 
detail, Proclus, in his commentary on the Timaeus, says the chi (X) (Tim. 
36b) was the "character" (character) or "shape" (schema) most evocative 
for recollecting the divinization of the world and our souls (In Tim . II, 
247, 14-29). The characteres mentioned by Iamblichus probably included 
this X and other symbols that corresponded to the planetary gods. 1 
Subsequent Arabic Hermeticists describe such planetary "characters" 
and claimed that their science derived from theurgists. 2 


Iamblichus provides an explicit account of visible sunthemata in his 
exegesis of Egyptian symbols. He explains that since Egyptian symbols 
originate with the gods, they cannot be understood discursively or in 
terms of human imagination. Here Iamblichus follows Plotinus who 
praised the Egyptians for having developed a mode of communication 
superior to discursive thought. For Plotinus the "images" (agalmata) 
engraved on the walls of Egyptian temples "manifest the non-discur- 


1. See Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1951), 292; cf, F. Domsieff, Das Alphabet in Mystik und Magie, 2d ed. 
(Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1925), 35. 

2. See, for example, the writings of Ibn Wahshiya, The Long-Desired Knowledge of Secret 
Alphabets Finally Revealed , in La Magie arabe traditionnelle, ed. Rene Alleau, introduction and 
notes by Sylvain Matton (Paris: Retz, 1977), 132-241, 
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Fig. 1. The sun god as a child seated on 

the primeval lotus (first century b.c.e.) 

& 


siveness of the intelligible world" ( Enn. V, 8, 6, 8-9), and he compared 
them to the "spectacles" viewed by the gods, i.e., to the divine Forms, 
real and not imagined (Enn. V, 8, 5, 20-25). 

The first Egyptian symbol Iamblichus describes is a god seated on a 
lotus (see Fig. I). 3 Iamblichus begins with the "mud" (ilu$) in which the 
lotus was rooted. For Iamblichus "mud" represented matter and all that 
is corporeal, nutritive, generated, and subject to change (DM 250, 17- 
251, 3). Mud was the "primordial cause" (archegon aition; DM 251, 5) of 
the elements and was therefore pre-established as their "foundation" 
(puthmen ) (DM 251, 5). The god of generation, however, wholly tran¬ 
scended his material powers. He was "immaterial" (ahulos), "incorpo¬ 
real" (asomatos), "supernatural" ( huperphues ), and "ungenerated" (agen- 
netos; 251, 8-9). This god "contains all things" (DM 251, 11-12) though 
he remains "separate" (choristos; DM 251, 14) and elevated above the 
mundane elements. This condition, Iamblichus says, is represented by 
his being seated on a lotus that separates him from the "mud." The 
lotus, therefore, functioned as the intermediary between the transcen¬ 
dent god and the material world, and Iamblichus says its circularity 
represented the god's intellectual empire for the circle was the image of 
the Nous (DM 252, 2-6). 

3. See Erik Hornung, Conceptions of God in Ancient Egypt: The One and the Many; trans. 
John Baines (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 145-46, 271 fig. 16. 



Seeing and Hearing the Gods 



Fig. 2. 


Iamblichus's exegesis of this symbol outlines the itinerary of the em¬ 
bodied soul. Material and corporeal concerns were first balanced to estab¬ 
lish a proper foundation (mud); the soul's intellectual capacities were 
then rectified (made circular) to create a receptacle sufficient to seat (i.e., 
activate) the anterior presence of the god. The hieroglyph symbolically 
portrayed the entire cycle of embodiment. 

The second Egyptian symbol discussed by Iamblichus portrays a god 
sailing in a barge (see Fig. 2), 4 which represented the god that guides 
the material world while remaining choristos (DM 252, 13). He identifies 
this god with the sun, Helios: "Thus, Helios, being separate, governs the 
tiller of the entire cosmos " (DM 252, 15-16). The sun played a central role 
in the theurgic cult. For Iamblichus, its light-giving power was far more 
than a conceptual analogue of the noetic Demiurge, it was a sunthema 
of the One itself. The importance of Helios in the Neoplatonism of 
Emperor Julian testifies to its importance in the Iamblichean school, 
and the solar motif also reappears in Iamblichus's remarks on audible 
symbols. 

The visible "characters" of the planetary gods invoked in theurgic 
ritual had their audible counterparts. Consider, for example, the follow¬ 
ing rules for composing theurgic hymns: 

1. Find out what powers and effects any particular star has in itself, 
what positions and aspects, and what these remove and produce. 
And insert these into the meanings of our lyrics, detesting what the 
stars remove and approving what they produce. 

4. S. G. F. Brandon, Man and God in Art and Ritual (New York: Scribner, 1975), 144, fig. 
178 "Atum-Re in solar boat." 
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2. Consider which star chiefly rules which place and man. Then observe 
what modes these regions and persons generally use, so that you 
may apply similar ones, together with the meaning first mentioned, 
to the word which you wish to offer to these same stars. 

3. The daily positions and aspects of the stars are to be noticed; then 
investigate to what speech, songs, movements, dances, moral behav¬ 
ior and actions most men are usually incited under those aspects, so 
that you may make every effort to imitate these in your songs, which 
will agree with the similar disposition of the heavens and enable you 
to receive a similar influx from them. 5 

These principles for invoking the gods were written by Marsilio Ficino, 
the fifteenth-century leader of the Platonic Academy in Florence. Follow¬ 
ing Iamblichus, he says that his invocations were not attempts to compel 
the gods 6 but to allow men to "imitate them" and share in their divine 
activity. 7 

Ficino reports that his celestial music derived from "the Ancients," 
among whom he includes Iamblichus, 8 and though Ficino's explanation 
of the effects of these rites differs somewhat from that of Iamblichus, 9 
their principles were nearly identical. Consider, for example, Iamblichus's 
description of the divinizing effects of theurgic music. Refuting Por¬ 
phyry's suggestion that theurgic hymns worked on the passions, he says: 

Rather, we say that sounds and melodies are consecrated to each 
of the Gods in a proper way and that a natural alliance ( sungeneia) 
has been suitably alloted to these [planetary] Gods according to 
the particular orders and powers of each, the motions of the uni¬ 
verse itself, and the harmonious whirring sounds emitted by their 
motions. Then, by means of such melodies adapted to the Gods, 
their divinity becomes present (for there is nothing at all to stop 

5. Ficino, Opera Omnia, 2 vols. (Basel, 1576; reprint, Turin, 1962), 562-63; translated by 
D. P. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London: Warburg 
Institute, University of London, 1958; Liechtenstein: Klaus Reprint, 1976), 17. 

6. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic, 42. 

7. Ficino, Opera Omnia , 562; cf. Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic , 16-17; cf. Marsilio 
Ficino: The Book of Life, trans. Charles Boer (Irving, Tex.: Spring Publications, 1980), 160-61. 

8. Boer, trans. Marsilio Ficino, 150ff. 

9. Ficino, unlike Iamblichus, says these rites have an effect only on the human soul. 

Faced with the charge of attempting to compel angels or, worse yet for Ficino, "demons," 

he argues that the rites change only the soul by accomodating it to the divine powers. 
Iamblichus says nearly the same, but because for him theurgy is not merely psychological 
he says that what is awakened in the rites is not the soul, but the "one in the soul," which, 
collectively, are the various sunthemata. 
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it). So, whatever happens to possess a likeness to the Gods di¬ 
rectly participates in them; a perfect possession immediately takes 
place and the [experience of] being filled with the essence and 
power of a Higher Being. (DM 118, 6-119, 9) 

Iamblichus emphasizes that although this possession manifested through 
bodily organs and emotions, it was not caused by somatic conditions. He 
says: 


It is not that the body and soul are in sympathy with each other 
and are together affected by the melodies. Rather, because the 
inspiration of the Gods is not separate from the divine harmony , and since 
it has been adapted to it from the beginning , it is participated by it in 
the appropriate measures. And the awakening of this inspiration 
as well as its ceasing occurs in accordance with each order of the 
Gods. (DM 119, 9-15) 

The divine inspiration (epinoia) or possession (katoche) could not occur 
unless the soul already possessed measures that corresponded "horizon¬ 
tally" to the audible melodies and "vertically" to their inaudible princi¬ 
ples. Musical theurgy was a form of anamnesis that awakened the soul to 
its celestial identity with the gods. It was not, Iamblichus argues, a way to 
purge the soul of psychological or somatic disorders, 10 for it affected the 
soul at a level that preceded its embodiment. Musical theurgy came from 
the gods and gave the soul direct contact with them. Iamblichus says: 

Indeed, before the soul gave itself to the body, it heard the divine 
harmony plainly. Therefore, after it departs into a body and hears 
the sort of melodies that especially preserve the trace of the divine 
harmony, it welcomes these and recollects (anamimnesketai) the di¬ 
vine harmony from them. It is drawn to this, makes itself at home 
with it, and partakes of it as much as possible. (DM 120, 7-14) 

According to Iamblichus, Pythagoras was the first composer of this 
anagogic music. Pythagoras's special gifts 11 allowed him to "thread his 
intellect into the divine harmony of the stars" (VP 36, 18) where he was 
"assimilated to the heavens" (VP 37,10-11), heard its ineffable harmony, 
and re-created its audible "traces" for the disciples of his school. 

The sacred names and incantations used in theurgic invocations also 

10. An explanation adopted by Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational , 79, 98. 

11. VP 36,17-18. Iamblichus refers to a "certain ineffable divinity" {arrhetos tis theiotes). 
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originated from the gods, and lamblichus says the Egyptian prophet 
Bitys revealed "the name of the god that pervades the entire cosmos" 
(DM 268, 2-3). This recalls Chaldean fragment 37 where the Paternal 
Nous "sounded forth ( rhoizein)" the multiform Ideas. The term rhoizos, 
"whirring" or "rushing," was used by lamblichus to describe the sound 
of the divine harmony (DM 119, 3), and Chaldean fragment 146 uses the 
same term. It speaks of "formless fire, from which a voice (phone) is sent 
forth ... a sumptuous light (phos) rushing ( rhoizaion ) like a spiral round 
the earth." 12 For the soul to make its ascent to the gods the Oracles say 
that it had to recover the audible sumbola sent from the Father by giving 
them expression, through "speaking a word." 13 

For lamblichus the god whose "name" pervaded the cosmos was 
Helios, yet because the recipients of "the undivided gift of the god" (DM 
253, 14) were themselves divided, they received and expressed it in 
different ways. lamblichus says: 


These multiform powers are received from Helios according to the 
unique movements of the recipients, and because of jthis, the 
symbolic teaching means to show that God remains one through 
the multitude of his gifts and through the diversity of powers he 
proves his one power. Hence, this doctrine says God remains one 
and the same and it assumes that his changes of form and shifting 
aspects occur in the recipients. (DM 253, 15-254, 3) 

lamblichus refers here to the movement of the sun through the signs of 
the zodiac. They exist, he says, through receiving the "powers descend¬ 
ing from Helios." 14 Man's prayers must therefore be presented to Helios 
through the many zodiacal schemata that the god assumes. lamblichus 
says: "The Egyptians employ these sorts of prayers to Helios not only in 
their visions but also in their more ordinary prayers that have this same 


12. CO t Frag. 146, 105. 

13. CO, Frag. 109; 158-59a. In his commentary on the Alcibiades Proclus says: 'The 
secret names of the gods have filled the whole world, as the theurgists say; and not only 
this world, but also all the powers above it. . . since the 'mediating name that leaps into 
the boundless worlds' has received this function. The gods, then, have filled the whole 
world both with themselves and with their names"; Commentary on the First Alcibiades of 
Plato, ed. L. G. Westerink (Amsterdam: North-Holland, 1954), 150, 10-15; trans. W. O'Neill 
(1965, 1971), 99. Proclus adds that this "naming power" is perversely reflected in every 
man's desire to have the world impressed with his own "name" and power (150, 8-10). 

14. DM 253, 6. In the same way lamblichus says human souls exist by virtue of gazing 
on (receiving) the gods (DM 8, 13-14). 



kind of meaning, and they are offered to God according to this symbolic 
mystagogy" (DM 254, 6-10). 

The names used in these prayers were sunthemata of the gods 
and they functioned in the same manner as stone, plant, or musical 
sunthemata. lamblichus explains that despite the prima facie meaning of 
the term, invocations do not, in fact, "invoke" the gods or call them 
down. On the contrary, they "evoke" the divine sunthemata lying in the 
human soul: 

It does not, as the name [prosklesis; DM 42, 6] seems to indicate, 
incline the intellect of the Gods to men, but according to the truth 
itself—as it means to teach— the invocation makes the intelligence of 
men fit to participate in the Gods, elevates it to the Gods, and harmo¬ 
nizes it with them through orderly persuasion. Whence, indeed, 
the names of the Gods are adapted to sacred concerns, and with 
the other divine sunthemata they are anagogic and have the power 
to unite these invocations to the Gods. (DM 42, 9-17) 

lamblichus says the names of the gods were impressed on souls before 
birth and that theurgic chants awakened them. As Trouillard puts it, "le 
nom prononce devient, pour ainsi dire, le symbole efficace d'un vertu 
divine." 15 The "names" of the gods, in effect, defined transforming expe¬ 
riences in the soul. Paraphrasing Proclus, Trouillard writes: 

Les dieux, comme Zeus, Poseidon ou Hermes, personnifient des 
theophanies qui sort des revelations diverses de la meme divinite. 
Celle-ci, etant au-dela de la lumtere elle-meme, se devoilera sous 
des aspects divers par autant de systemes expressifs dont chacun 
sera preside par un dieu. Les noms des dieux ne sort pas des 
attributs divines proprement dits, mais les modes selon lesquels 
I'efficacite divine retentit en nous. 16 

In his Timaeus commentary lamblichus said the paternal Demiurge 
(the hidden sun) contained the intelligible (i.e., hypercosmic) realm, just 
as Helios contained the encosmic powers of the zodiac. Their power was 
transmitted in theurgic invocations by awakening the corresponding 
Helios/Demiurge in the soul. Since "naming," "thinking," and "creat- 

15. J. Trouillard, "Ame et esprit selon Prodos," Revue des Etudes Augustiniennes 1 
(1959): 11. 

16. Ibid., 10, 
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ing" were one and the same activity for the gods, 17 theurgic naming 
allowed souls to experience the thinking/creating of the gods. Theurgic 
naming was equivalent to primordial demiurgy, articulating the powers 
of the paternal Father through his audible sunthemata , 18 By reciting the 
agalmata of the gods the theurgist was assimilated to their order and the 
silence that contained them (cf. Proclus, In Crat. 32, 18-25; 59, 1-8). 


17, In Crat. 33, 7-13; In Platonis Cratylum Commentaria, ed. G. Pasquali (Leipzig: 
Teubner, 1908). 

18. Cf. J. Trouillard, "U Activity onomastique selon Prodos," Entretiens , 250. 




Intermediate 
Sunthemata — 
Naming the 

Gods 


We Egyptians do not use words, 
but sounds . . . 


One might assume, with Porphyry, that since "names" fall within the 
order of discourse they would have discursive meanings, so he asked 
why theurgists recited "names without meaning" ( ta asema onomata; DM 
254, 15). Iamblichus replied contentiously that such names "are not 
meaningless" (ta de ouk estin asema; DM 254, 16) even if they are "un¬ 
knowable" (agnosta) to us: "to the Gods, however, they are all meaning¬ 
ful, but not in a way that can be described, or in a manner that is 
significant or indicative to men through their imaginations" (DM 254, 
18-255, 3). These names, he continues, were revealed through the intel¬ 
lect of the gods or remained completely ineffable ( aphthengtos ) and intelli¬ 
gibly united with them (DM 255, 4-6). Therefore, Iamblichus says: 


It is necessary to remove all conceptions and logical deductions 
from divine names, and to remove as well the physical imitations 
of the voice naturally akin to the things in nature. Rather, it is the 
symbolic character of divine resemblance, intellectual and divine, 
that must be accepted in the case of divine names. [DM 255, 6- 
11], . . . even if it is unknowable to us, this very thing is its most 
venerable aspect. (DM 255 , 11 — 13 ) 
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If divine names, like other names, were conceptually knowable they 
would possess the same properties as human thoughts; Porphyry's inter¬ 
est in their "meaning," therefore, was characteristically anthropocentric 
and misguided. It was equivalent to seeing herbal sunthemata as food, or 
mineral sunthemata as building material. In short. Porphyry was caught 
up in the horizontal expression of the nominal sunthemata, and since he 
saw no meaning in the names, he questioned their value. For Iamblichus, 
however, their ineffability was their "most venerable" (to semnotaton) as¬ 
pect because it awakened the ineffable presence of the divine in the soul. 
Thinking, by itself, could not achieve this. As Iamblichus says: 

Whence indeed, the divine causes are not called into activity 
prompted by our thoughts. Rather our thoughts and all the noble 
dispositions of ths soul, as well as our purity, should be consid¬ 
ered as auxiliary causes, but the things that truly excite the divine 
will are the divine sunthemata themselves. And so the causes from 
the Gods are activated by the Gods themselves, who accept noth¬ 
ing for themselves from their inferiors as cause of tfiqir own 
proper activity. (DM 97, 11-19) 

Sunthemata were the "wild cards" in Iamblichus's cosmological deck. 
They revealed the presence of the gods at any grade of reality since each 
grade was sustained directly ( autothen) by them. Yet the ascent of each 
soul was gradual, and at its particular level of attachment only an en¬ 
counter with a sunthema from that level allowed the soul to proceed. 

With respect to the names used in theurgy Porphyry also asked why 
the priests prefer barbarian names over "our own." For this Iamblichus 
says there is a "mystical reason" (mustikos logos) (DM 256, 5-6): "Because 
the Gods have taught us that concerning the sacred races such as the 
Egyptians and Assyrians their entire language is adapted to sacred con¬ 
cerns, and on account of this we believe that it is necessary for us to 
address the Gods in a language which is connatural (sungeneia) to them" 
(DM 256, 6—9). Iamblichus maintained that the Egyptians and Assyrians 
received the names of the gods through divine revelation, kept them 
intact and thus connected with the gods who sent them. 

Iamblichus opposed Porphyry's suggestion that sacred names could 
be translated, as if their conceptual meanings were independent of their 
phonetic expressions. This view overlooked the theurgic and "vertical" 
dimension of the sunthemata. Iamblichus says: 

The situation is not as you have supposed. For if it were according 
to convention (kata suntheken) that names were established, it 



would make no difference whether some names were used in¬ 
stead of others. But if they are tied to the nature of reality those 
names which are more adapted to it would no doubt be more 
pleasing to the Gods. Indeed, from this, as is reasonable, the 
language of sacred races are preferred over those of other men. 
(DM 257, 3-10) 

The translation of "sacred names" would be ineffectual, "for even if it 
were possible to translate them, they would no longer hold the same 
power" (DM 257, 13-15). 

The translation of divine names was a much-debated topic in antiq¬ 
uity, and while the question cannot be treated here in detail it is worth 
noting that Iamblichus's mustikos logos was shared by Origen, for whom 
Hebrew was the sacred language, "not concerned with ordinary, created 
things, but with a certain mysterious divine science that is related to the 
Creator of the universe." 1 And in the Corpus Hermeticum "Asclepius" 
warns King Ammon not to translate Egyptian mysteries into Greek: 

For the Greeks, O King, who make logical demonstrations, use 
words emptied of power, and this very activity is what constitutes 
their philosophy, a mere noise of words. But we [Egyptians] do 
not [so much] use "words" (logoi), but "sounds" ( phonai ) which 
are full of effects. 2 

Fragment 150 of the Chaldean Oracles puts it very simply: "Do not change 
the nomina barbara." 3 

In a critical essay on the question of translation Claire Preaux explains 
the underlying issue of the debate. "The attitude of religious communities 
with regard to translation," she says, "is conditioned by the degree of 
rationality that they admit in the relations between man and the divine." 4 
Because of the limits of embodiment, Iamblichus allowed human rational¬ 
ity only a small role in these relations. By contrast, Porphyry—with his 
doctrine of the undescended soul—believed that the exercise of rational¬ 
ity allowed the soul direct access to the divine. Preaux concludes by 
suggesting that the nontranslators' view of human existence was pessi- 

1. Origen, Contra Celsutn (I, 24), trans. Henry Chadwick (New York: Cambridge Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1953; reprint, 1980), 24. 

2. CH XVI,2; Nock and Festugi^re, Corpus Hermeticum , 4 vols., trans. A.-J. Festugi£re, 
ed. A. D, Nock (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1954-60; reprint, 1972-83), 232. 

3. CO, 107. 

4. Claire Preaux, "De la Gr£ce classique a I'Egypte hellenistique: Traduire ou ne pas 
traduire/' Chronique d'Egypte 42 (1967): 369-83. 
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mistic, but in this she fails to see the cosmological affirmation that under¬ 
lies it, at least in Iamblichus's case. She also overlooks the cosmological 
pessimism in the translators' view, implied in their devaluation of the 
sensible expression of the word. For if one adopts the translators' view that 
the sound of a sacred name is not significant or powerful apart from its 
conceptual meaning, then the sound as such would be superfluous, and 
the sensible aspect of the word could be disregarded in favor of its inaudi¬ 
ble logos . For Iamblichus, however, to deny the value of the god's audible 
expression would dismiss the energeia of the god, and in principle it would 
deny the value of the entire sensible cosmos as the energeia of the 
Demiurge. 5 The names of the gods were individual theophanies in the 
same way that the cosmos was the universal theophany, and since both 
preceded man's conceptual understanding Iamblichus says they should 
not be changed according to conceptual criteria (DM 259,1-5). Out of the 
same respect that Iamblichus held for the cosmos as the sensible expres¬ 
sion of the Demiurge, he honored the audible manifestations of the gods. 
The sacred names were "bodies" of the gods that should not be violated 
by translation. 

In contrast to Iamblichus, Proclus believed that several nations pos¬ 
sessed divine names, among whom he includes Egyptians, Chaldeans, 
Indians, and Greeks. 6 Proclus maintains: "Even though God may be 
called by the Greeks Briareus under the influence of the Gods, and is called 
in another way by the Chaldeans, it must be understood that each of these 
names is the offspring of the Gods and signifies the same essence." 7 

The difference between Proclus and Iamblichus on this issue depends 
on how much emphasis is given to Proclus's phrase: "under the influ¬ 
ence of the gods" (para ton theon). If taken in a strong sense, it puts 
Proclus in the same camp as Iamblichus with respect to theurgic princi¬ 
ples, for it implies that the name Briareus was divinely received by the 
Greeks, that is to say, in the same manner that the Assyrians and Egyp¬ 
tians received their divine names "having mixed them with their own 
language" (DM 256, 11-13). Iamblichus never argued that there was 
only one sacred language—after all, this would contradict his own princi¬ 
ples by giving universal power to a particular qua particular. He argued, 
rather, that the names of the gods were determined by the gods them- 

5. As Trouillard explains in his discussion of the Neoplatonic understanding of the 
revelatory power of the "'spoken word": "Mais il ne faut pas oublier qu'un etre sup£rieur 
ne contient pas en acte les determinations qui proc£dent de lui. En s'exprimant et en se 
manifestant, il fait de nouveau. II ne se redouble pas." "L'Activite onomastique selon 
Proclos," in Entretiens, 254. 

6. Proclus, In Craiylum 32,5. 

7. Ibid., 32, 9-12. 
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selves and established as inviolate. Proclus, for his part, never argued 
that divine names were changed or even translated; he simply asserted 
an equivalence between the Greek and the barbarian names of the gods. 
Where the two clearly part company was in their estimation of the 
Greeks. The Athenian diodochos allowed for a theurgy of names native to 
the Hellenes while the Syrian Iamblichus polemicized against the Greeks 
as proponents of undisciplined speculation. 8 

In this regard, Iamblichus followed the Hermetic teachings of the 
Asclepius tractate and emphasized the stability of the Egyptians against 
the instability of the Greeks. Because the names used in Egyptian 
prayers remained unchanged, they were still charged with the unchang¬ 
ing power of the gods. The Greeks, however, lost the power of their 
prayers through continual innovations. 

The contrast is twofold. In general, throughout the De Mysteriis 
Iamblichus contrasted the stability and goodness of the gods with the 
instability and perversity of men (cf. DM 146, 10-12; 144, 12-14; 284, 19- 
285, 2); more specifically, he opposed sacred races, who humbly pre¬ 
serve rituals given by the gods, to the Greeks and others who presumed 
a creative license about sacred matters. In this regard the Egyptians 
functioned for Iamblichus as a racial sunthema , and he upbraided Por¬ 
phyry for thinking that he might be singling them out arbitrarily There 
was nothing about the Egyptian language qua Egyptian, that made it 
sacred (i.e., viewed "horizontally" in comparison with other languages), 
but rather it was because "the Egyptians were the first human beings to 
be alloted participation in the Gods" (DM 258, 3-5), and sustained this 
connection in their language. It was due to this divine ("vertical") dimen¬ 
sion that Iamblichus honored their rituals and language. 9 

Neither Iamblichus nor any of his Platonic successors provide concrete 
examples of how names, sounds, or musical incantations were used in 
theurgic rites. There is a great wealth of evidence from nontheurgical 
circles, however, to suggest that theurgists used the asema onomata ac¬ 
cording to Pythagorean cosmological theories and a spiritualization of 
the rules of grammar. In Demetrius's first-century book On Elocution he " 
reports: "In Egypt, the priests, when singing hymns in praise of the 
gods, employ the seven vowels (; phonetai ), which they utter in due succes- 

8. Trouillard also points out that for Proclus the onoma is distinguished from phone be¬ 
cause the latter functions as hule and the former as eidos. "L'activit6 onomastique," 252-54. 

9. Laws 656d-657b. B, D. Larsen rightly explains that in antiquity it was the common 
conviction that Greek philosophy derived from Egyptian wisdom. Larsen says that in the 
role of Abammon, Iamblichus represents Egyptian wisdom answering the questions posed 
by Greek philosophy, represented by Porphyry. Larsen, ]amblique de Chalcis: Exegete et 
philosophic (Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 150—54. 
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sion. " w The report is tantalizing but only suggestive. More theoretical 
evidence for the liturgical chanting of the vowels by theurgists is given 
by Nicomachus of Gerasa who explains that each of the seven spheres is 
associated with a tone and a vowel. Nicomachus says: 

Indeed, the tones of the seven spheres, each of which by nature 
produces a particular sound, are the sources of the nomenclature 
of the vowels. These are described as unspeakable (arrheta) in 
themselves and in all their combinations by wise men, since the 
tone in this context performs a role analogous to that of the 
monad in number, the point in geometry and the letter in gram¬ 
mar. However, when they are combined with the materiality of 
the consonants, just as soul is combined with body, and har¬ 
mony with strings, (the one producing a creature (zdon), the 
other notes and melodies), they have potencies which are ef¬ 
ficacious and perfective of divine things. [Thus whenever the 
theourgoi are conducting such acts as worship they make invoca¬ 
tions symbolically with hissing, clucking, and inarticulate and 
discordant sounds]. 11 

Hans Lewy suggests that Proclus substituted theourgoi for another term 
or simply added the last sentence, since theurgists were unknown in the 
first half of the second century c.e. 12 Nevertheless, Nicomachus's asso¬ 
ciation of vowel sounds, the seven spheres, and their power to effect 
divine things when uttered anticipated the principles of theurgy if not its 
nomenclature, and lamblichus was undoubtedly familiar with this teach¬ 
ing. In the Theology of Numbers , attributed to lamblichus, the author 
describes the attributes of the heptad: 

Seven is also called "voice" 13 because the seven elementary 
sounds [vowels] exist not only in the human voice but also in the 
instrumental, the cosmic, and, in short, the consonant voice, and 
not only because of the single and primary sounds emitted from 


10. Demetrius: On Style /1, trans. W. Rhys Roberts (Cambridge! Cambridge University 
Press, 1902), 104, 23-27. 

11. Nicomachus, Harmonikon Enchiridion, in C. von Jan, Musici Scriptores Graeci (Leipzig, 
1895; reprint, Hildesheim, 1962). Gersh, From lamblichus to Eriguiena: An Investigation of the 
Prehistory and Evolution of the Pseudo-Dionysian Tradition (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 295. 

12. Lew 7 } 7 , Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 
1978), 250 n. 83; cited by Gersh, An Investigation, 295. 

13. I follow Meurs's addition in the apparatus of phone de after dierei of line 13. 



the seven stars—as we have learned—but also because the first 
scale of the musicians is a heptachord. 14 

lamblichus cites the authority of Ostanes and Zoroaster to explain the 
connection of the heptad with planetary angels. The Babylonians, 
lamblichus says, call the stars "herds" (ageiai) because they move to¬ 
gether in circles and act as "bonds" ( sundesmoi) and "collections" 
(sumgogai) of physical ratios. (TA 57, 2-3). Since the administration of 
these ratios was an "angelic" function, lamblichus notes that with the 
addition of a g these "herds" ( ageiai ) were called "angels," ( aggeloil 
angeloi ) by the Babylonian priests (TA 57, 5). He continues: 

Hence, in a similar way, they call the stars and Daimones that rule 
over each of these herds "Angels" and "Archangels," and these 
are seven in number. So, according to the truest etymology the 
hebdomad is called angelia , 15 

lamblichus says the heptad is also called the "Guardian" ( phulakitis) 
because the seven starry spheres guard the universe and rule over it 
with "continuous and everlasting permanence" (TA 57, 12). 

lamblichus believed that the seven vowels were connatural ( sungenia ) 
with the seven planetary gods, and certain Gnostic writings suggest that 
one-to-one correlations were ritually developed. For example, Valen¬ 
tinus's disciple Marcus associated the vowels with heavenly spheres as 


follows: 




a 

first heaven 


e 

second heaven 


e 

third heaven 


* 

t 

fourth heaven 


0 

fifth heaven 


14. TA 71, 13-18. Text: on oil uovov xfjg dvOgamvi)? cpuvfjg aXka xai dgyavixrjs xai 
xoapixrig xai faiktbg ivagpoviou cpcimig y tmd.07.e1 xa axoixeiwSn cpfrEypaxa, oi uovov Jtaoct 
x6 ijtd xwv %' dcrcgwv dcpiecrfrai ixova xai ngtmoxa, ebe £udt)o|xev, (OX 6x1 xai xd jtgwxov 
Sidyoauixa jtagaxoig powoixoig tmayoobov tmEireaev. [lamblichus], Theologumena Arithme¬ 
tics, ed. V. de Falco, 1922; ed. with additions and correction, V. Klein (Stuttgart: Teubner, 
1975). Note here lamblichus's distinction of three kinds of voice: (1) of the spheres: musica 
mundana; (2) of man's body and soul: musica humana; and (3) of instruments: musica instru- 
mentalis, a distinction that has been attributed to Boethius. Cf. D. P. Walker, Spiritual and 
Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London: Warburg Institute, University of London, 
1958; reprint, Liechtenstein: Klaus Reprint 1976), 14. 

15. TA 57, 6-9. Text: bid xai rod; xrrfT exdoxrp' xobxcov xa>v dyektov £|dgxovxag aaxfgag 
xai baipovag 6|xoiu)g dyyfXovg xai dgxayyfXoiis JtgoaayogeijsoflaL, oixeg eiaiv fjixa xov 
don'hidv.iooxt: hyyid.ia xaxa xovxo ixupcbxaxa f| £(36opdg. 
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y sixth heaven 

o seventh heaven 16 


Ruelle provides examples from the magical papyrus of Leiden that dem¬ 
onstrate how these vowels were used in invocations. The papyrus reads: 

I invoke you Lord, with a chanted hymn, I sing your holy prayer: 
A E E I O Y O G O. 17 Your name made up of seven letters in 
harmony with the seven sounds which have voices (phonai) corre¬ 
sponding to the 28 lights of the moon ("Le chant," 40). 

There are numerous other examples of vocalic invocations in the 
Greek Magical Papyri. 18 The so-called Mithras Lithurgy as well as certain 
Hermetic tractates provide examples of theurgic-like invocations that 
were certainly known to Iamblichus. This prevalence of voces mysticae in 
the rites of late antique sorcerers probably played a significant role in 
Iamblichus's defense of theurgy in the De Mysteriis. For, as Dodds 
pointed out, the techniques of the sorcerer and the theurgist would 
have been indistinguishable to the uninitiated, 19 so Iamblichus had to 
explain theurgy in a way that was entirely consonant with Platonic 
philosophy. The hieratike techne of the later Platonists had to be distin¬ 
guished from sorcery (DM 161, 10-16), After all, Iamblichus employed 
the craft and material of sorcerers, the asema onomata for example, and 
he probably shared their cosmological assumptions, but in theurgy the 
purpose of the rite was never to manipulate the gods or call them 
down. On the contrary, theurgic invocations called souls up to experi¬ 
ence the gods. 

In a discussion of theurgy's relation to Gnosticism, Birger Pearson 
suggests that Iamblichus's theories of theurgy might profitably be ap¬ 
plied to certain Gnostic texts. 20 Pearson has already shown the decidedly 


16. Irenaeus, Adv. haerses., 1, I. C, XIV, P. G., t. VII, col. 610; cited in C. E. Ruelle, 
" Alphabet vocalique des gnostiques," Dictionnaire d'archeologie chretienne et de liturgie (Paris: 
Letouzey et Ane, 1907), 1:1268-88. 

17. Ruelle, "Le Chant des sept voyelles grecques," Revue des Etudes Grecques 2 (1889): 40. 

18. See Hans Dieter Betz, ed.. The Greek Magical Papyri, Including the Demotic Spells, vol. 
1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). 

19. E. R. Dodds, "Supernormal Phenomena in Classical Antiquity," in Dodds, The 
Ancient Concept of Progress and Other Essays on Greek Literature and Belief (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1973), 200-201. 

20. Birger A. Pearson, "Theurgic Tendencies in Gnosticism and Iamblichus' Conception 
of Theurgy," in Gnosticism and Neoplatonism, ed. R. T. Wallis and Jay Bregman (Norfolk, Va.: 
International Society for Neoplatonic Studies, 1992): 253-75. 



Platonic flavor in some later forms of Gnosticism; 21 so, he argues, there is 
reason to suspect that certain Gnostics shared the theoretical presupposi¬ 
tions of the Neoplatonists. 22 Since the Gnostics did not provide a theoreti¬ 
cal framework to explain their rites and Iamblichus did not provide 
concrete ritual data, Pearson's study is useful for both scholars of Gnos¬ 
ticism and later Neoplatonism. 

Pearson suggests that some Gnostic rites effected the soul's salvation 
through a simultaneous ascent and descent achieved by chanting the 
nomina barbara and unintelligible vowels. He explains the Gnostic chants 
with a passage from the De Mysteriis where Iamblichus maintains that 
anagogic rites fulfilled divine law since the purpose of the soul's descent 
was to reascend. 23 

Since the ascent of the soul was integrally tied to the descent of the 
gods in cosmogenesis, when the soul chanted the names and vowels 
associated with the gods it entered their energeia. Because the names 
were divinizing the soul ascended, yet insofar as the soul chanted the 
names, it descended with them into the sensible world. Since these 
sounds were the agalmata of the gods, when the soul chanted them, it 
imitated the activity and the will of the Demiurge in creation. In this 
sense the theurgist did bring the gods down into the world, but he did 
so at their command and to fulfill their will. This clearly would distin¬ 
guish theurgy from sorcery, for a theurgic incantation preserved the 
transcendence and ineffability of the gods while making the soul an 
embodiment or actualization of their will. Since the soul itself could 
never grasp or initiate theurgy, the incantation, strictly speaking, was 
accomplished by the god, yet it freed the soul by allowing it to actively 
experience what it could never conceptually understand. 

Again, theurgical Platonism may be seen as Iamblichus's practical ap¬ 
plication of Pythagorean theory. Following the rule that first principles 
contained and yet remained hidden in their pluralities, the theurgist 
reached the primordial silence of the One only by embracing the plural¬ 
ity of sounds. Just as the monad was present in multiplicity monadically, 
preexisting silence was present in the seven sounds silently and the 
theurgist entered this silence by chanting/containing the sounds that 
proceed from it. 

In an incantation the theurgist became a citizen of two worlds. On the 

21. Pearson, "Gnosticism as Platonism: With Special Reference to Marsanes (NHC 10, 
1)," Harvard Theological Review 77 (1984): 55-72. Pearson, "The Tractate Marsanes (NHC X) 
and the Platonic Tradition," in Gnosis: Festschrift fur Hans Jonas, ed. Barbara Aland (Got¬ 
tingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1978), 373-84. 

22. Pearson, "Theurgic Tendencies." 

23. Ibid.; Pearson quotes from the DM 272, 8-12. 
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one hand, he joined the gods through his assimilation to the Demiurge; 
on the other, he remained mortal due, in part, to the expression of the 
demiurgic will. Insofar as the theurgist became divine, he commanded 
the daimons who served the gods, yet he did not command them as a man 
but as one of the gods. Discussing this double nature of the theurgist 
Iamblichus says: "According to this distinction, therefore, as is proper, 
[the theurgist] invokes as his superiors the powers from the universe 
since the one making the invocation is a man and, on the other hand, he 
commands them since, somehow, by means of the ineffable symbols, he is 
invested with the hieratic shape of the Gods" (DM 184, 8-13). 


<? 





Noetic 
Sunthemata — 
Mathematics 

and the Soul 


The soul contains in itself the 
sum-total of mathematical reality, 


In the De Mysteriis, Iamblichus says he will not discuss noetic forms of 
worship, but to pursue the division of sunthemata into material, interme¬ 
diate, and noetic categories, I would argue that the soul's noetic powers 
would have to be transformed by noetic objects, and that these would 
have been best exemplified in numbers. An implicit arithmetic influence 
is evident already in the intermediate sunthemata, for a numerical frame¬ 
work determines the composition of theurgic incantations and melodies. 
Since Iamblichus was a Pythagorean, it seems likely that he would have 
given mathematics a central role in the highest form of worship. 

That mathematical objects made up the sunthemata of noetic worship is 
a supposition that may easily be misunderstood. Iamblichus never states 
this explicitly, which might be enough to dismiss the conjecture. I be¬ 
lieve, however, that the context of Iamblichus's thought as demon¬ 
strated in relevant citations will bear the supposition out. Far more prob¬ 
lematic is our tendency to presume that in noetic or mathematic theurgy 
Iamblichus's genuinely Platonic (i.e., "rational") teachings may be dis¬ 
cerned. In this light, recent studies of theurgy have argued that the 
material and intermediate forms of worship represent Iamblichus's "con¬ 
cession" to the intellectual inadequacies of the common man, his effort 
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to save Platonism by creating a salvific cult to rival the increasing popu¬ 
larity of Christianity. In two recent studies, Andrew Smith and Anne 
Sheppard argue that there was, in fact, a "higher" form of theurgy free 
from the sinister elements of animal sacrifice, the chanting of nomina 
Barbara , and other superstitions. With a more sympathetic approach to 
Neoplatonic theurgy they have attempted to save it from the accusa¬ 
tions of irrationality by E. R. Dodds and others by dividing theurgy into 
high and low forms, the former being appropriate for genuinely spiritual 
and Platonic souls, the latter for the uneducated. 1 Such efforts to render 
theurgy more intelligible and acceptable to our norms of rationality 
however, succeed only in obfuscating the problem. 

Our norms of rationality are not the norms of the Neoplatonists. On 
this issue Jean Trouillard says: 

Dans notre Occident le rationalisme et le primat de la technologie 
ont tellement impregne notre mentalite qu'ils sont le plus souvent 
inconscients. D'ou la difficulty d'entrer dans des pensees comme 
celle de Proclus, aussi longtemps que nous teutons de lui appliquer nos 
modeles d'intelligibility , 2 

Trouillard argues here that our belief in the univocity of reason prevents 
us from grasping the mystagogy of the later Neoplatonists (223). Al¬ 
though they valued clarity and coherence of thought, it was never an 
end in itself. Yet it is difficult for us to realize that "rational thought" did 
not have the same value for "Platonists" as it does in our age where 
reason and mathematics form the bases of our worldview. One must 
grant to Trouillard the credit for recognizing this. He says: "il faut 
revenir & la these capitale du neoplatonisme selon laquelle la pensee n'est pas la 
valeur supreme . Elle est une mediation entre la dispersion du sensible et la 
pure coincidence mystique" (83; my emphasis). The function of reason 
for the Neoplatonists was simply to reveal "VIneffable qui Vhabite " {La 
mystagogie f 233), and rational thought was simply one mode of activity 
through which a superior intelligence guided and sustained the soul 
throughout its embodiment. 

If mathematic elements functioned for Iamblichus as sunthemata it was 
not because of their "horizontal" expression as rational formulas. Their 

1. For a discussion of recent interpretations of theurgy, particularly those that divide it 
into "higher" and "lower" forms, see Gregory Shaw, "Rituals of Unification in the Neopla¬ 
tonism of Iamblichus," Traditio 41 (19S5): 1-28; A. Smith, Porphyry's Place , 32-99; and Anne 
Shepard, "Proclus' Attiude to Theurgy," Classical Quarterly 32 (1982); 212-24. 

2. Trouillard, La Mystagogie de Proclus (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 12 (my emphasis). 
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intelligibility alone did not make them theurgic but their capacity to 
create noetic rhythms capable of receiving the gods. Their horizontal 
expression as intellectual formulas was no more theurgic than the hori¬ 
zontal expression of stones, animals, or songs. Taken as ends in them¬ 
selves, mathematical formulas were as much obstacles to the soul as the 
crudest form of fetish worship or passionate obsession. If, as I shall 
argue, mathematic elements made up the sunthemata of noetic theurgy, 
they must be understood as ritual objects and according to the same 
principles as the other sunthemata , "not that we may regard those things 
as Gods, but that we may worship the Gods through them." 3 Despite the 
cognitive content of mathematics their theurgic function was to trans¬ 
form the soul, not "teach" it. 4 

The importance of mathematics in the Platonic dialogues is unques¬ 
tioned today. What is unclear, however, as it was even to Plato's stu¬ 
dents, is the role that mathematics played in their spiritual discipline and 
how it related to the soul. 5 Mathematic elements are fully evident in the 
Timaeus where the Demiurge creates the World Soul out of geometric, 
harmonic, and arithmetic proportions. The entire passage from 35a to 
35b is based on the tetrakius, the Pythagorean symbol for cosmogenesis. 6 
Mathematics was central to the educational program of Platonists and 
each teacher developed his own interpretation of the numerical propor¬ 
tions of the World Soul described by Plato, 

In Iamblichus's commentary on the Timaeus 35B, for example, he pos¬ 
its that the seven numbers that divide the World Soul—1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 8, 
27—had metaphysical functions. Sameness and unity were under the 
monad, procession under the dyad, and return under the triad. The 
tetrad functioned as a mean, communicating the primary order to its 
secondary manifestation, the ennead functioned as a "new monad," the 



3. Julian, Letter to a Priest 293ab, in The Works of the Emperor Julian , 3 vols., trans. W. C. 
Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969), 2: 308-9. 

4. Cf. Aristotle's remark that the "mysteries" did not teach the soul anything, but made 
it experience something; Synesius, Dion 10, 48a. Similarly, mathematic rituals were not 
learned or taught but "performed" to effect a transformation of the soul; cf. Aristotle, 
Metaphysics 1051a, 29-31. 

5. Aristoxenus's well-known report on Plato's lecture "On the Good" shows how para¬ 
doxical and disturbing his listeners found the identification of the One and the Good. 
The variety of reports on what Plato meant by his mathematizing of the Forms suggests 
that Plato himself never made this clear to his students or that his explanations allowed for 
a variety of interpretations; see Aristoxenus, Elements of Harmony , II, 30-1, Meibom (see 
J. N. Findlay, Plato: The Written and Unwritten Dialogues (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1974), appendix I, 413, 

6. Francis M. Comford, trans, and comm. Plato's Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato (Lon¬ 
don, 1937; reprint. New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959), 66-72. 
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ogdoad as dyadic procession, and the eikosiheptad (27) exemplified the 
power of return. According to Iamblichus the tetrad held the pivotal 
position of the mean. He says: "The Tetrad, being in the middle, through 
being a square, has the quality of remaining stable; on account of its 
being even times even, (it has) the quality of proceeding; and through 
being filled with all the ratios from the monad, (it has) the property of 
returning. And these are symbols of divine and ineffable things." 7 There 
were, however, a variety of opinions in the later Academy as to how the 
soul was defined with regard to the mathematicals. 

In the De Anima Iamblichus reviews the opinions of those who identi¬ 
fied the soul as a "mathematical essence." He lists three positions: 

1. Soul as geometric figure: 

New, one kind of mathematical essence is the figure (to schema), 
being the limit of extension and the extension itself. The Platonist 
Severus defined the soul in these very terms, while Speusippus de¬ 
fined it as the form of that which is extended in all directions. (Stob I 
364, 2-5) 

2. Soul as number: 

Number, therefore, is still another kind of mathematical essence. 
Indeed, some Pythagoreans find that number without any qualifica¬ 
tion is a fitting description of the soul: Xenocrates, as "self-moved" 

[number]; Moderatus the Pythagorean, as containing [numericall ra¬ 
tios. (Stob. I, 364, 8-11) 

3. Soul as harmony: 

Let us now consider harmony, not that seated in the body, but the 
mathematical harmony. This latter harmony, in a word, somehow 
brings things which are disjointed into proportion and connection, 
and Moderatus equates the soul with this. (Stob. I, 364,19-23) 

It is clear that Platonic and Pythagorean philosophers identified the soul 
with different branches of the mathematicals, and in the De Anima 
Iamblichus leaves the issue unresolved. In his treatise On General Mathe¬ 
matical Science , however, he takes up the problem again and attempts to 
solve it. 

It would not be reasonable to posit the soul as being just one class 
of the mathematicals-Therefore, the soul, should not be de¬ 

fined either as [1] idea of the all-extended [Speusippus], or as [2] 
self-moved number [Xenocrates], or as [3] harmony of (numerical) 

7. Dillon, lamblichi Chalchidensis, frag. 53, 21-24. 
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ratios [Moderatus], or as anything else of this kind specifically, 
but rather, all these should be intertwined together. For if the soul 
is a numerable idea and subsists according to the numbers contain¬ 
ing harmony, all the symmetries of the mathematical order ought 
to be subsumed together under the soul along with all the mathe¬ 
matical proportions. On account of this, then, the soul coexists 
together with the geometric, arithmetic and harmonic propor¬ 
tions, so that by analogy the soul is identical with [all] mathemati¬ 
cal ratios; it has a certain connaturality (sungenia) with the archai of 
existing things; it lays hold of all reality and has the capacity to 
resemble all things* 8 . . * To sum up the whole doctrine, we think 
the soul exists in ratios common with all mathematicals, possess¬ 
ing, on the one hand, the power of discerning them, and on the 
other hand, the power of generating and producing the incorpo¬ 
real measures themselves, and with these measures the soul has 
the capacity to fit together the generation and completion of 
forms in matter by means of images, proceeding from the invisi¬ 
ble to the visible, and joining together the things outside with 
those inside. In view of all this, in brief, the definition of the soul 
contains in itself the sum-total of mathematical reality. 9 

For Iamblichus, the soul was identified with all branches of the mathe¬ 
maticals together, a position that Philip Merlan summed up aptly: "he 
who says 'soul' expresses mathematics in its fulness"; 10 this is particu- 


8. DCMS 40,12-41,3. Text: [iev oliv yevog xwv kv xoig [xwv] ovxwv oijx dv 

tig atiri|v eiiAdywg Mr[ xax& rip xoiavnp IjupoMjv xy\<; ftewglag' ^tori) ydp dv otfxw 
yfvoixo jizqI Tfjg natb]H.axLxfjg oudag yvwcng. diorceo ovxe Ldeav xou Jtdvrn diacrxaxoi) oflxe 
agiftpiAv avTOXivtpcoY oxixt dgiamav §v koyoig utpeoxwaav ouxe aXko ov 5ev xoioifto xat id lav 
dcpoQiatfov izeqI airriig, xoLvij 6k crufjuttexeiv Jiavxa d|iov, wg xfjg xal ideag ofiaris 

aQiO[ucnj xal xax’ dgi^oiig dgjiav lav nzQikxovxou; u^ecrrworig, Jtaaag te ov\i\izxQia<; xoivwg, 


oaai jiote cioiv itfto xr\v |^af)r|pmxf|v, vko xauxriv imoxaxxeov, xag xe avaAoylag dAag vn* 
ai>xf|v frexfov. diet br\ xovxo yew^ex(Hxf| xe 6\iov xai dQ^Mrpixfi xai aQjrovixfj dvaJ.oy(<jt 
ovwnQX^i, ofrev dr) xal Adyoig xoig xax dvaAoyuzv ?} avrrj ion, xatg xe 6.qxo.I(; dvxwv £x ei 

nva auyyfveiav xai jravxwv icpdjtxexai xwv ovxwv xal jro6g Ttdvxa 6uoioi3adai dtivaxai. I 
depended on Merlaris translation of this passage and his commentary: Philip Merlan, From 
Platonism to Neoplatonism, 2d ed. (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, I960), 18-20. 

9. DCMS 41, 24-42, 6. Text: iva de craveAwnev xr|v oArp dogav, ev Xoyoig xoivotg 
Ttdvrwv xwv |ia'drmdxo>v xfp \pvxf|v voounsv ovoav, exovoav (nev xo xQixixdv atixwv, 
£xovoav de xal t6 yewTixixdv xe xai Jtoir|Tix6v aihwv xwv dacouaxwv itexqwv, oig xal rip 
ysvEoiouoyiav duvaxal xig JtQOoaQud^ew xwv £vt>Awv eidd>v rip xe bC eixovwv dnegyaoiav, 
£x xwv fopavwv etg to tpavegav jtpoiofioav, avvdrcxouadv xe xa e% 0 ) xotg etaw. xaxa ydg 
navxa xaaka, ok auAAf|pdTp eiJieiv, 6 xfjg tjnjxfjg Xdyog jteQiexn acp 5 kavxov rip oArp xwv 
^a0r|(idTa)v au(ixAfigwcnv. 

10. Merlan, From Platonism to Neoplatonism, 18. 
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larly so when soul bestows mathematical measures on the material 
realm. 11 

There is nothing explicitly theurgical in this view of the soul and 
mathematics. Nevertheless, Iamblichus's description of the soul joining 
the "inside" with the "outside" by means of mathematical images, paral¬ 
lels the function of ritual sunthemuta. While it would be incorrect to 
conflate theurgy with mathematics, the structural analogy between them 
is striking, particularly where Iamblichus compares mathematical exer¬ 
cises to a kind of Platonic anamnesis. He says: 

The soul is raised up to the objects of knowledge from without 
(exothen), and while it receives from things other [than itself] the 
beginning of its recollection (anamnesis), it projects (proballein) this 
beginning from itself. This activity is not stable according to one 
energy—as is the case with the Nous —but in movement the soul 
proceeds out of itself and into itself. Nor, in this, is the soul 
complete, as is the Nous , but in continually seeking and finding 
the soul proceeds from a lack of knowledge to a fulness thereof. It 
is divided equally between the limit (peras) and the unlimited 
(apeiron). Wherefore, the soul continually advances from the un¬ 
limited to being defined and transforms itself for the reception of 
mathematical figures. 12 


11. While I agree with Merlan's characterization of the soul and numbers, B. D. Larsen 
argues that Merlan mistakenly interprets Iamblichus in chapters 9 and 10 of the DCMS as 
identifying the soul with mathematicals as such. Larsen contends that this led Merlan to 
posit two contrasting views in the DCMS with respect to the soul and mathematicals. In 
chapters 3 and 4 Iamblichus clearly does not classify soul and mathematicals under the 
same genus, while in chapters 9 and 10 he does (see Merlan, From Platonism to Neoplato¬ 
nism, 11-33). The contradiction, according to Merlan, was due to Iamblichus's practice of 
compiling diverse sources without attempting to make them cohere (151). Larsen, on the 
other hand, argues that there is no contradiction and that Merlan failed to see that in 
chapters 3 and 4 Iamblichus spoke "des principes et du domaine ontologique de la 
mathematique," but in chapters 9 and 10 he spoke of the "application" of numbers as 
principles of movement, principles bestowed upon living beings by the soul. It is in this 
latter sense, Larsen argues, that Iamblichus said the soul comprises all the mathematicals 
and he concludes, "il n'est pas justifie de con tester 1'imite du livre/' B. D. Larsen, Jamblique 
de Chalcis: Exegete et philosophe (Aarhus: Universitetsforlaget, 1972), 125-29. 

12. DCMS 43,19-44,3. Text: i^codev Se dieyeleExat JiQogx&g EibrjoEig, xai 6£xdp£vovnap’ 
aXkcov tt)v &Qyr\v rrjg dvapvfjaEtog, ouxcog avxfjv d<p’ kavxov JtQoJlaXkei' oxa$££>6v xe oftx eoxi 
xaxd piav ^veoyeiav, (jxjxeq to xotj vou, dXk’ kv xivrjaei pakkov jtqoewhv dqp’ eauxou xai Eig 


kavTo. akX ovbk jrkfjpEg eoxiv Eauxou, wojteqxo voeqov, £v 6e xtp £t|xeiv xai eiiqloxeiv &ei djto 


xivog xEvtboecDg xov yiyv&oxEtv eig jtXfiewoiv afrtou TtQOEQXsxai. Jt6pax6g xe xai djretgiag 


opotajg £v |XE 0 tp 6iELXri7ixai' od£v (fold xou djteiQou £m x6 6(H£ecr&ai dei JtQOXtoQEi, xai £jti x6 


^ExaXafipdvEtv xuxv padr|p.axixcbv Et&bv (lEOioraxat. 
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This transformation was more than intellectual because mathematics 
permeated the soul's entire life (DCMS 69, 18-23), In strictly Platonic 
terms, the soul was a mathematical entity (Tim. 34-36; 43-44) and its 
immortal ochema was also designed according to mathematical ratios. 
Iamblichus's view of mathematical images as living logoi of the Nous 
shares little with our understanding of numbers as intellectual abstrac¬ 
tions. 13 For Pythagoreans the study of numbers was a religious exer¬ 
cise. Iamblichus says that "if we wish to study mathematics in a Py¬ 
thagorean manner, we ought to pursue zealously its God-inspired, 
anagogic, cathartic and initiatory process." 14 Hardly the prerequisites of 
mathematicians today! The requirements for a Pythagorean mathemati¬ 
cian were far more demanding, for Pythagoreans accepted only those 
who were willing "to share their entire life with the community" 
(DCMS 74, 23-26). 

For Iamblichus, mathematics revealed divine mysteries. Specifically, 
he maintained that mathematics recapitulated the soul's descent and 
return, and since the soul was a mathematical entity, the performance 
of mathematical disciplines allowed it to see this process clearly. The 
soul's mental projection of mathematic images initiated a ritual activity 
that effected the soul's return to its true self ( autos ) if the mathesis was 
performed in a Pythagorean manner. As Proclus put it, in the perfor¬ 
mance *of mathematics "the soul becomes at the same time seeing and 
seen." 15 

Mathematical activity exemplifies the lamblichean standard for every 
theurgic apotheosis: that the embodied and self-alienated soul recover 
its identity (autos) by immersion in the other (heteros). The divinizing 
"other" was encountered in a theurgic rite, and each rite had to be 
appropriate to the condition of the soul who performed it; that is, to its 
degree and manner of self-alienation. Just as the material powers of the 
soul were divinized through material sacrifices, and the intermediate 
powers were divinized by visual or audible images, so the noetic powers 
of the soul were divinized through the mental imagery of mathematic , 
objects. In each case, the "weight" of the rite was proportionate to the 

13. Iamblichus argues that ta mathematika are not drawn out of sensible things by 
abstraction (kata aphairesin) but descend directly from the Forms which also give them their 
appearance in our imagination; DCMS 34, 7-12. 

14. DCMS 69, 26-29. Text: et 6 t| pouXoL^efla nuflayoQixcbg |aalh]^aTixr]v aaxeiv, xrjv 
evtteov atixflg 666v xai dvaycoyov xai xa§apxtxf|v xai teXeoiouqyov fA£xa6ia)x£tv ojtou6fj 
jCQoeqxei. 

15. Proclus, In Euclidem 141; dted by J. Trouillard, "La Puissance secrete du nombre 
chez Proclos," Revue de Philosophie Ancienne 1 (1983): 234. 
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"weight" of the soul's self-alienation; otherwise it would not have the 
proper effect. And in each case the soul was made divine through its 
imitation of the cosmogonic cycle: it went out of itself in a ritually con¬ 
trolled manner to return to the god within. 

The structural similarity of mathematike to theurgy is not the only 
reason to suppose that mathematic elements made up the noetic 
sunthemata. Iamblichus's portrayal of the Pythagorean bios in De Vita 
Pythagorica suggests a direct correlation between ritual worship and 
mathematic disciplines. Iamblichus says that Pythagoras learned his 
mysteries from "barbarians," in particular the Egyptians, in whose tem¬ 
ples he spent twenty-two years, "studying astronomy and geometry, 
and being initiated in all the mystic rites of the Gods." 16 During his 
tenure with the Babylonians, Pythagoras was instructed by the Magi, 
"where he was educated thoroughly in their solemn rites, learned per¬ 
fect worship of the Gods with them, and reached the highest point in 
knowledge of numbers, justice, and other mathematical disciplines. " 17 
These mathematical initiations were passed down by Pythagoras in 
symbolic and enigmatic forms yet, Iamblichus says, these enigmas 
were designed to illuminate those philosophers whose genius sur¬ 
passed human understanding (huper anthropinen epinoian; VP 59/27-60, 
1; chap. 103). 

The fact that Iamblichus's portrayal of Pythagoras reflects the ideal life 
as conceived by Iamblichus more than it does a history of Pythagoras, 18 
makes it all the more useful for understanding Iamblichus's theurgical 
agenda and the role of mathematics in ritual. The Iamblichean Pythagoras 
was primarily a revealer of mysteries. Iamblichus says: "Pythagoras pro¬ 
claimed the purificatory rites of the Gods and what are called "mystic 
initiations" ( teletai ), and he had most accurate knowledge of these things. 
Moreover, the Pythagoreans say that he made a synthesis of divine philoso¬ 
phy and the worship of the Gods." 19 The synthesis of philosophy and ritual 
worship was precisely the agenda that Iamblichus took upon himself. He 

16. VP 13, 8-11, chap. 19, in De Vita Pythagorica Liber, ed. L. Deubner (1937); ed. with 
additions and corrections by U. Klein (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1975). The translation, modified 
slightly, is that of John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell, Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Way of 
Life (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1991). Unless otherwise noted/translations are my own 
and pagination from Deubner and Klein's edition of De Vita Pythagorica. 

17. VP 13, 14-16; chap. 19; translation, slightly modified, by Dillon and Hershbell, 
Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Way of Life. 

18. See J. A. Philip, "The Biographical Tradition—Pythagoras," American Philosophical 
Association Transactions and Proceedings (1959): 185-94. 

19. VP 85, 7-15; chap. 151; translation, slightly modified, by Dillon and Hershbell, 
Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Way of Life. 
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attempted to integrate the theia philosophic! of the Platonic tradition with 
the therapeia of the gods that he, like Pythagoras, learned from the barbar¬ 
ian priests of Egypt and Chaldea. 

The result of this synthesis, as read into the life of Pythagoras, was a 
thoroughgoing application of numbers to worship. Libations were to be 
made three times; Apollo delivered oracles from a tripod because the 
trias was the first number; Aphrodite received sacrifices on the sixth day, 
and Herakles on the eighth day of the month (VP 86, 1-8; chap. 154). 
Temples were to be entered on the right but departed from the left 
because the "right" (dexion) was the principle of the "odd number" and 
divine, while the "left" (arisieron) was a symbol of the "even number" 
and of what dissolves (VP 88, 3-6; chap. 156). Iamblichus also reports 
that Pythagoras taught the Scythian Abaris "physiology" and "theol¬ 
ogy," which included a new form of divination. He says: "Instead of 
divination through the examination of sacrificed animals he taught 
Abaris divination through numbers, believing this to be purer, more 
divine, and more akin to the heavenly numbers of the Gods" (VP 54, 22- 
25; chap. 93). Abaris must have been spiritually ready for this teaching 
or Pythagoras would not have revealed it (VP 54, 24-26; chap. 93) for 
Pythagorean (i.e., theurgic) pedagogy required that each person per¬ 
form only the kind of worship appropriate to his "nature" (phusis) and 
"power" (dunamis; VP 54, 28; chap. 93). 

Iamblichus says that Pythagoras did not want to diminish Abaris's 
desire for the truth but taught him that instead of divining through 
blood sacrifices he could more securely discover the divine will through 
arithmetic science (VP 83, 9-18; chap. 147). By means of it the soul was 
able to bring the mind into resonance with the numbers of the World 
Soul. Iamblichus says the mathematical mysteries (mathematikoi orgi - 
asmoi) of the Pythagoreans purified the mind and allowed it to partici¬ 
pate in the gods (VP 122, 17-20; chap. 228). The purpose of Pythagorean 
"divination" (mantike) was not to predict the future but to discern and 
obey the will of the gods (VP 78, 6; chap. 138). For some in the Pythago¬ 
rean community, blood sacrifice was the appropriate means for this, for 
others, the performance of mathematic mysteries. 20 Indeed, as Walter 
Burkert suggests, there may have been a hidden connection between the 
mathematical tetraktus and the triktus, the altar of blood sacrifice. Burkert 
explains: 

20. VP 84, 19-21; chap. 150. While Pythagoras and his contemplative disciples did not 
sacrifice animals, "he ordered the Acusmatikoi and Politikoi [his exoteric disciples] to sacri¬ 
fice animals such as the cock, lamb, or some other newly born animal—but not frequently, 
and not to sacrifice oxen/' 
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The tetraktys, "a tetrad" made up of unequal members, is a cryptic 
formula, only comprehensible to the initiated. The word inevita¬ 
bly reminds of triktys, the "triad" of different sacrificial animals. Is 
the sacrificial art of the seer, involving the shedding of blood, 
superseded by a "higher," bloodless secret? 21 

For Iamblichus, the answer was clearly yes. The Pythagorean bios, which 
in large part was the theurgical bios, defined a continuity of worship 
extending from blood sacrifice to the sacrifice of numbers. In a passage 
from Pythagoras's On the Gods, Iamblichus says the "eternal essence of 
number" was praised as the "most providential principle of the uni¬ 
verse, of heaven, earth and the intermediate nature." 22 He concludes: 
"By means of these same numbers Pythagoras created a marvelous divi¬ 
nation and worship of the Gods according to the numbers that are most 
especially allied to them" {VP 83, 5-7; chap. 147). 


21. Walter Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism, trans. Edwin Minar Jr. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972), 187. 

22. VP 82, 19-83, 1; chap. 146; translation, slightly modified, by Dillon and Hershbell, 
Iamblichus: On the Pythagorean Way of Life. 
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law. 

If, as Ihave argued, mathematics formed an essential part of the worship 
of the gods, Iamblichus- left no practical guide for its theurgic use. 
Produs and Damasdus provide the only references to a theurgy of num¬ 
bers and even they give little concrete detail. In Platonic Theology IV 
where Produs discusses the anagogic power of numbers he says: 


The unifying numbers, in themselves, are unknowable. For they 
are more andent than Beings and more unified than Forms, and 
since they are the generators of Forms they exist prior to those , 
beings we call "intelligibles" ( noeta ). The most august of theurgies 
demonstrate this, since they make use of numbers capable of 
acting ineffably, and by means of them, they effect the greatest 
and most ineffable of operations. 1 

Produs explains that unifying numbers are "monadic" and have two 
aspects: (1) as the numerical Forms of triad, pentad, heptad; and (2) as 

1. Produs, Theologie ylatonicienne {Th. Pi.) IV 100, 21—101, 4, trans and ed. H. D. Saffrey 

and L. G. Westerink (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1980). 
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unities or principles of these Forms. Thus, Proclus says, "each of them is 
one and many." 2 What Proclus means may be explained by reference to 
Nicomachus's 3 distinction between "conventional" numbers, which are 
man's invention (e.g., t' = 10, k = 20, and <a' = 800) and "natural" 
numbers, which are more "primitive" and are expressed graphically, the 
number bearing an intrinsic relationship to its shape. Thus, for example: 

1 = a 2 = aa 3 = aaa 4 = aaaa 4 

With regard to the formal and henadic aspects of numbers the triad as 
henad would be imagined as (i.e., the unified triad, or triad in 

potential), and the actualized triad as /*\ followed by all the subse¬ 
quent "triadic" numbers. ^^ 



{i.e., numbers which are "graphically" triangular). The same holds for 
the pentad which, as unified, is but in actualized form is 

f <x oc i 



12 22 35 


and so on. 5 


2. Ibid., 101, 8-11. 

3. It may be of interest to note that Proclus considered himself to be the reincarnation of 
Nicomachus. See Marinus, Vita Procli 28, ed. J. F. Boissonade (Leipzig, 1814). Latin transla¬ 
tion with Greek text by Portus, in In Platonis Theologiam (Hamburg, 1618; reprint, Frankfurt 
am Main, 1960). 

4. Nicomachus, Nicomachus of Gerasa: Introduction to Arithmetic II, 6, 2. trans. M. L. 
D'Ooge (New York: Macmillan, 1926). 

5. Cf. ibid., II, 8,1-10,1. 
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Although Proclus does not say how theurgical numbers were em¬ 
ployed, he refers to them as the temporal measures of the cosmos and 
speaks of the power of Time to perfect souls: 6 "Time proceeds according 
to number, and by number it measures the existence of all souls." 7 Given 
the fact that the proportions of Time—revealed in the heavens—were 
identical with the numerical proportions of the soul, the regulation of 
ritual energeia with heavenly energeia would tie the numbers of the soul to 
their ineffable unities. By performing rituals at precise times and in 
accord with appropriate constellations, the soul would be united with 
the gods. 8 Iamblichus seems to suggest this mode of theurgy in the De 
Mysteriis when he discusses Egyptian astrology: 

The Egyptians do not simply contemplate these things theoreti¬ 
cally, but by means of sacred theurgy they report that they ascend 
to higher and more universal realms, superior to fate, even up to 
the Creator God, using neither matter nor employing anything 
else at all except the observation of the critical moment. (DM 267, 6-12) 

In his Platonic Theology I, Proclus reports that the Pythagoreans made 
use of mathematics "for the recollection (anamnesis) of divine principles" 9 
and "consecrated numbers and geometric shapes to the gods." 10 In his 
Commentary on Euclid Proclus describes the "rhythmic choruses of the 
heavenly bodies" (In Euclidem 137, 13) that trace out copies of the "Intel¬ 
lectual Forms" (In Euclidem , 137, 16). He says: 

Transcending all these forms are the perfect, uniform, unknow¬ 
able and incomprehensible figures of the Gods (schemata ton 
them), which, being mounted on the intellectual figures, impose 
unifying limits upon all figures, holding all things together in 
their unifying boundaries. Theurgy, having represented their 
properties in the statues of the Gods, has amplified them in vari¬ 
ous ways. (In E uclidem, 138, 5-12) 

To each god, he concludes, there are appropriate symbols and shapes (In 

6. Th. PL IV, 102, 4-5. 

7. Ibid., 102, 4-5. In attributing to "time" such powers Proclus followed Iamblichus; 
see In. Tim., frag. 63 and commentary, in Dillon, lamblichi Chalcidencis , 172-75; 345-47. 

8. This would be the theurgic fulfillment of Platonic paideia as outlined in the Timaeus 
90b-d. 

9. Th. PL I, 20, 8-10, trans. and ed. Saffrey and Westerink (1968). 

10. Ibid. 20,11. In his commentary on Euclid's Elements, Proclus attributes this teaching 
to Philolaos (In Euclidem 173-74). 
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Euchdem, 138, 21-22). One may assume, therefore, that each god was 
associated with a geometric figure that appeared in the heavens "at 
critical moments," and that these figures (constellations?) were em¬ 
ployed at such times in some form of theurgic worship. 

An extensive citation from Damascius supports this. In his discussion 
of the "figure" ( schema ) of the One-Being of the Parmenides (145b, 3), after 
explaining that each of the gods has a shape, he says: 


For why did the Pythagoreans consecrate to one God the circle, to 
another the triangle, to another the square, and to each of the 
others another rectilinear figure as well as their mixtures, as the 
semi-circle to the Dioscouroi? Philolaos, who was wise in these 
matters, oftentimes assigned to one same God one or another 
figure in accord with one or another property of that God. In 
general terms it is certain that the circular figure is common to all the 
intellectual Gods qua intellectual , while the different rectilinear figures 
are the properties of each respectively in accord with their particular 
properties of numbers, angles and sides. For example, the triangle is 
the property of Athena and the square of Hermes—as Philolaos 
has already said. And of the square, one angle is the property of 
Rhea, another of Hera, and the other angles are associated with 
other deities. 11 And this is the complete theological definition of 
figures. (Dub. et Sol. II [261], 127, 7-17) 


Damascius adds that not all sacred figures need be enclosed and cites the 
helix which he also accepts as a "figure" (Dub. et Sol., 127-20-21). His 
second example of an unenclosed figure is that of the Egyptian god "Tet" 
represented as a vertical line with three, or four, horizontal lines, de¬ 
pending on the local cult: 12 The inhabitants of Gaza, he says. 


consecrate this same figure (with one more horizontal line) to Zeus 
(Dub. et Sol. II, 128, 1-2): 


11. In his commentary on Euclid, Proclus also cites Philolaos as the authority for attrib¬ 
uting goddesses to the angles of the square. He says that since the square is associated 
with earth, its "angles" are tied to the life-giving goddesses: Rhea, Hestia, and Demeter (In 
Euclidem 173, 11-21). 

12. Ibid., 128. See Chaignet's reference to an article by Maspero who says that "tet" was 
a vulgarization of "ded" who was represented in Mendes and later in Heliopolis where 
Osiris was also designated by the "tet": See Damascius: Dub. et Sol 2:344. 
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Damascius concludes, citing the authority of the Oracles, that since the 
gods often reveal themselves in a single curved line, and since every line 
has a beginning, a middle, and an end, each of these may also be consid¬ 
ered a "figure" (Dub. et Sol . II, 128, 3-7). 

Sources are too few and fragmentary to reconstruct a coherent system 
of mathematic symbols employed in theurgy. In any case, given its practi¬ 
cal and therapeutic purposes, the possibility that a coherent systematiza¬ 
tion ever existed should probably be ruled out. On the basis of the 
evidence, however, it may be inferred that the geometric figures of the 
gods functioned as contemplative icons, perhaps like the geometric 
mandalas of yogic disciplines. The comparison is intriguing, particularly 
in consideration of the mandala's function. According to Mircea Eliade: 
"the mandate is at once an image of the universe and a theophany—the 
cosmic creation being, of course, a manifestation of the divinity. But the 
mandate also serves as a 'receptacle' for the gods. In Vedic India the gods 
descended into the altar—which proves the continuity between the 
tantric liturgy and the traditional cult." 13 The continuity asserted by 
Eliade seems to be the same kind of continuity that Burkert suspected 
between the sacrificial triktus and the mathematical tetraktus. Both dem¬ 
onstrate the transformation of cults of blood sacrifice into mathematical 
forms that served the same function: to provide a receptacle ( hupodoche) 
to receive and worship the gods. 14 

In the case of sriyantra mandate of tantric worship the feminine or 
differentiated aspects of the cosmos were represented by triangles with 
their apex down: 


13. Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1958; reprint, 1969), 220. 

14. Though the structural comparison between tantra and theurgy should not be <- 
pressed too far, the similarities between the two are striking. Tantra, like theurgy, may 
be defined as that which provides continuity or unfolding of divine gnosis (Eliade, Yoga, 
200), and it was introduced to India in the fourth century c.e. with the argument that 
ritual practice was the only mode of worship capable of saving man in this age. Tantra 
incorporated aboriginal Indian elements as well as alien features, which led Eliade to 
suggest that it may have been introduced to India from "the great Western mysterio- 
sophic current" (202). According to Eliade, the Buddhist tantras are divided into four 
classes which, like theurgy, are related "to the principal human types and tempera¬ 
ments" (201). As in Neoplatonic theurgy, these classes are graded and proceed from the 
more material and overt forms of ritual practices/persons, to the more spiritual and 
interior. 
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the masculine or undifferentiated aspect, was represented by triangles 
with apex up: 

and the two were intertwined: 



In theurgic "mandalas" the principles were the same but represented 
differently. Proclus reports that rectilinear angles proceed from the (mas¬ 
culine) principle of the Limit {to peras) and 


produce the one right angle, ruled by equality and similarity to 
every other right angle; [they are] determinate and fixed in na¬ 
ture, admitting neither of growth nor of diminution: I {In Eu- 
clidem 132, 9-12). 


From the (feminine) principle of the Unlimited (to apeiron) come*acute 
and obtuse angles that are subject to variations of more and less (In 

Euclidem 132, 9-12): \|_, . The right angles, Proclus continues, 

are associated with the hypercosmic gods whereas the acute and obtuse 
angles are associated with the encosmic gods. The latter lead the soul 
down into generation while the former, remaining present in the latter 
as their principles, provide to the soul a connection with the gods 
above fate (In Euclidem 132-34). Since the soul contains all the mathe- 
maticals, the geometric figures that it consecrates, draws, and visual¬ 
izes would schematize the entire process of its separation from, and 
return to the gods. 

In the De Mysteriis Iamblichus discusses the ritual use of number only 
incidentally in order to distinguish ritual objects that are in physical 
sumpatheia with one another, from the gods who are the causes of those 
sympathies. As causes, the gods were unaffected by the sympathies 
enjoined in the rites. The latter, Iamblichus says, served only to reveal, 
not affect, the divine principles. Others, however, believed that the 
benefits of sacrifice were caused by the objects employed in the rite. 
Iamblichus refutes this view by referring to the belief that numerical 
sympathies caused the benefits of sacrifice: "The same absurd conclu¬ 
sions occur if some of those among us [i.e., Egyptian priests], attribute 
the effect (of the sacrifice) to numbers—since the "sixty" associated 
with the crocodile is related to Helios /f (DM 208, 7-9). Iamblichus refers 



to the Egyptian belief that the crocodile lays sixty eggs and lives sixty 
years, the number associated with the heavenly cycle of the sun. Be¬ 
cause of this, some believed that rites involving the crocodile would 
command the presence of the sun god through their common numeri¬ 
cal identity. 15 

Although Iamblichus denied that the sympathy of crocodile and sun 
with the number "sixty" could effect the presence of the sun god, his 
refutation did not rule out the possibility that numbers were used in 
theurgy as a kind of organizational system through which rituals could 
be designed and performed. Dominic O'Meara's study of Iamblichus's 
Pythagorean texts, including the fragments preserved by Psellus: On 
Physical Number and On Ethical and Theological Arithmetic , supports this 
idea. 16 In On Physical Number Iamblichus explained that all things in 
nature not only were determined by number but were the concrete 
manifestations of number, including the stars, animals, plants, and 
stones. This also included all the rhythms of life: cycles of disease, 
reproduction, growth, and death. In short, the variety and vitality of 
nature was simply the concrete manifestation of numerical powers. 
Iamblichus distinguished intelligible numbers (noetoi arithmoi) 17 from 
mathematical numbers (mathematikoi arithmoi) 18 and then discussed natu¬ 
ral numbers (phusikoi arithmoi ), those involved directly in the shaping of 
matter. He says: 


Physical number is found in the lowest things, things generated 
and divided in bodies. For the principles mixed in bodies, both in 
animals and plants, are physical numbers ( phusikoi arithmoi), for 
each of these is born, grows, and dies at determined times. And 
the philosopher should fit the appropriate numbers to the causes 
in nature. 


15. For the association of the crocodile with the number "60," see Aristotle, Historia 
Animalium, trans. A. L. Peck {Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963), 558a, 15-18; 
Plutarch's Moralia, vol. 5: De Iside et Osiride, trans. F. C. Babbitt (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1969), para. 75, 381 b-c; Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, trans. A. C. 
Coxe, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 2: Fathers of the Second Century (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans, 1979), bk. 5, 7. 

16. Dominic J. O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived: Mathematics and Philosophy in Late Antiquity 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989). O'Meara initially published the fragments from Psellus in 
"New Fragments From Iamblichus' Collection of Pythagorean Doctrines/' American Journal of 
Philology 102 (1981): 26-40. 

17. These would be the ineffable henads. Iamblichus describes them as "the highest 
and first." On Phys. Numb. 6; O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived , 219. 

18. These are numbers "seen in common precepts"; On Phys. Numb. 6-7; O'Meara, 
Pythagoras Revived , 219. 
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And since form (eidos) is, in nature, the first and most important 
cause (for the being of all depends on it), thus such numbers as 
provide being to nature and are essential, these are connatural 
(i homophues ) with forms. 19 

Iamblichus later identified odd numbers specifically as form-giving and 
even numbers as "appropriate to matter," 20 with their mixture creating 
the physical world. Even the human being was made of two numbers: 

For since animals are made up of soul and body, the Pythagoreans 
say soul and body are not produced from the same number, but 
soul from cubic number [6x6x6 = 216], 21 and body from the 
irregular volume ( bomiskos ) [5 x 6 x 7 = 210]. 22 

The fact that bomiskos also described the shape of a sacrifical altar was a 
coincidence unlikely to have been missed by Iamblichus. It brings to 
mind Burkert's connection between the triktus of blood sacrifice and the 
Pythagorean tetraktus, yet it also points to something distinctively and 
paradoxically Iamblichean. For, although the theurgist's physical body 
effected his separation from the gods, it was also the sacrifical altar 
C bomiskos ) by which he returned to them. 

Iamblichus did not think that discursive conceptions of numbers and 
letters could influence the gods, but he firmly believed that cosmogonic 
and natural numbers were their energeia. Therefore, Iamblichus was care¬ 
ful to distinguish conventional numbers from the natural and theurgic. 
Evidence of lamblichus's caution is seen in his refutation of the numero- 
logical and grammatical theories of Amelius. 23 Amelius theorized that 
since there were four elements { stoicheia ) in the cosmos 24 and four ele¬ 
ments ( stoicheia) in the word "soul" (yuyr)), the soul must be the "sum of 
number or the geometrical number" on the grounds that Plato said all 


19. On Phys. Numb. 7-16; O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived, 219. 

20. O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived , 30. 

21. Iamblichus later provides these numbers in his explanation of the arithmos kubikos 
and arithmos bomiskos. Both were volumes, the former with all sides equal, the latter with all 
sides unequal; O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived, 49-58. 

22. Ibid. 47-49; translation by O'Meara slightly modified. 

23. The theory refuted is actually that of Theodorus, as Proclus reports, but Dillon 
suggests that Amelius may have shared the same theories and that Iamblichus wanted to 
avoid refuting Theodorus, his own pupil, so refutes Amelius; see Dillon, Iarnblichi 
Chalcidensis, 338. 

24. These would have been the fire/air/water/earth described in the Timaeus (32bd). 
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geometric proportions exist among the four elements. 25 According to 
Iamblichus this theory derived from human imagination and convention, 
not from divine inspiration, Amelius's "proof" was that if one took the 
"extremes" of ipv%r\, i.e., ip and r\, and substituted for ip ( = 700) its root, 
i.e., f ( = 7), one had, as a result, or £?) = "the soul lives" (Proclus, In 
Tim. II, 275, 24-26). Such theorizing was rejected by Iamblichus: 

For after all, "Body" (soma) is composed of the same number of 
letters, and even "Non-Being" (me on) itself; so that then Non- 
Being (me on) would be the sum of number. And you could find 
many other words made up of the same number of letters, words 
for things base and even mutually contradictory, all of which it is 
surely not correct to mix and jumble up together. 26 

In response to Amelius's other conjectures concerning the "shape" of 
numbers, Iamblichus says: 

Secondly, it is not safe to base any theories on the letters them¬ 
selves; for these are conventional ( thesei ), and their shapes have 
changed between ancient times and the present. . . . 

„ Thirdly, reduction of the Soul to the root numbers [i.e., ip = 700 
to 1 — 7] and wasting one's time on them transfers the speculation 
from one set of numbers to another; for the number seven in the 
units is not the same as that in the tens or that in the hundreds. 27 

Dillon explains that Iamblichus was criticizing the practice of "ge- 
matria," where each letter of the Hebrew or Greek alphabet was as¬ 
signed a numerical value. In this theory, when the sums of the letters 
of two different words were equivalent they were considered en rap¬ 
port. 28 For Iamblichus, however, this kind of "hidden connection" was 
contrived and only a caricature of the true continuity and philia of 
existing things. Since numerical systems based on letters were merely 
"conventional" (thesei) and not "natural" (phusei), they could not pro¬ 
vide the basis for theurgic ritual. If theurgists employed an arithmetic 

25. The Greek word stoicheia meant "element" of language as well as element of the 
natural world. 

26. In Tim., frag. 57, 9-15, Dillon, Iarnblichi Chalcidensis , 166-67. 

27. In Tim., frag. 57, 15-22, Dillon, Iarnblichi Chalcidensis , 166-67. 

28. Dillon, Iarnblichi Chalcidensis, 338-39. In this case Amelius (Theodorus) appears to be 
using an even more simplified gematria. 
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system to conduct theurgies, it would not have been based on an 
artificial gematria for this would contradict Iamblichus's rule that supe¬ 
rior orders cannot be moved by their inferiors. 29 To invoke the gods, 
one had to employ their speech as revealed in the cosmos and in their 
numerical powers. 

Although lamblichus denied that the discursive use of numbers was 
theurgic, he knew that as a numerical entity the soul eventually had to 
undergo a numerical transformation. Since all mathematical images ulti¬ 
mately had their "foundation" (epereismos) in the Forms (DCMS 34, 9) to 
imagine them—even discursively—was to enform one's phantasia with 
their noetic energeiai . Since these images were intrinsically connected to 
the noeta , if the soul had the capacity to coordinate its phantasia with 
these mathematic images it could create a subtle receptacle to embody 
them. Just as material souls were united with material gods through 
material sunthemata , noetic souls were united with the immaterial Nous 
through mathematical sunthemata . This form of theurgy might initially 
have been a discursive exercise: mathematic visualizations, but at a cer¬ 
tain point the visualizations would spontaneously become visions em¬ 
powered by the gods. This lifted the soul's discursive energies into the 
numbers of the heavens described in the Timaeus, and the soul surren¬ 
dered its false "unity" to the unifying action of the One. Noetic theurgy, 
therefore, penetrated to the core of the soul's inversion, for the objecti¬ 
fied unity of the soul—its self-identity—was the foremost obstacle that 
barred it from sharing in the objectifying unity of the One. Yet, paradoxi¬ 
cally, this alienation was the sine qua non for the soul's theurgy and 
participation in cosmogony. 30 

It is possible that mathematics did not make up what lamblichus calls 
"the simple and incorporeal form of worship purified from all genera¬ 
tion" (DM 219, 8-9). Although I have argued that ta mathematika were 
the "intellectual offerings adapted to the hypercosmic gods" (DM 226, 9- 
10) I may be wrong. lamblichus himself says the "summit" of hieratic 
worship was attained only rarely and that souls who reach it were be¬ 
yond the limits of his discourse (whether he means book V alone, or 
possibly all of the De Mysteriis is unclear). He says: "Our present dis¬ 
course, however, does not ordain laws for a man of this kind for he is 
above all law , but to those in need of a certain law it introduces this kind of 
legislation" (DM 231, 2-5). The noetic theurgist was "above all law" 

29. For a discussion of this problem in later Neoplatonism and lamblichus, see Stephen 
Gersh, From lamblichus to Eriugena (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 297-304. 

30. A paradox reflected in the fact that its alienation was a false unity rooted in the 
body, the altar-shaped ( bomiskos ) number. 



The Theurgy of Numbers 

(kreiton pantos nomou)> Does this mean that such souls have left behind 
the rituals of the common man, as an "enlightened society" frees itself 
from the superstitions of a darker (and more ritualistic) age? This is how 
the enlightened scholar sympathetic to lamblichus might read this pas¬ 
sage. "Here," he would argue, "here is the Plotinian dimension of 
Iamblichus's theurgy!" Leaving to the side what a Plotinus might say, I 
would argue that the most elevated theurgist was "above the law" not 
because he knew better or had graduated beyond such superstitions. In 
light of Iamblichus's view of cosmology, he was above the law because 
he was above its effects, having become their living embodiment. 31 After 
all, since the laws of ritual reflected the order of the gods, a divinized 
soul would have been assimilated to that order and hence to the laws 
(nomoi) of hieratic worship. He was no longer under the law because he 
was the law. 32 

We might reconsider the notion of a mathematic system for Iamblichean 
theurgy through the image of the theurgist as an embodiment of divine 
law. According to lamblichus, all theurgic ritual, by definition, was rooted 
in ancient tradition; it could not be concocted to suit one's mood or per¬ 
sonal desires. Theurgic rites, in fact, appear to have been traditional acts 
of worship practiced for centuries in the Mediterranean world. The oldest 
and most conservative people, the Egyptians, were seen by lamblichus as 
exemplary because of their preservation of god-inspired rites that were 
enactments of their myths. 

lamblichus was by no means intellectually naive; he was a leading 
figure in the most learned circles of his time. Yet he rejected the anthropo¬ 
centric "demythologizing" of Porphyry and defended the sanctity and 
power of the ancient rites*—regardless of our ability to explain them. 
Nevertheless, it seems that lamblichus did embrace an underlying para¬ 
digm for these myths and rites, a master myth outlined by Plato and the 
Pythagorean interpreters of his dialogues. The cosmogonic myth of the 
Timeaus demanded great intellectual skill of its interpreters, yet for 

31. The relation between nomos and thesmos for the later Neoplatonists is analogous to 
that between heimarmene and pronoia. Both sustain the order of things as "law," yet nomos has 
to do with the soul's relations in the generated realm and thesmos with its preexisting divine 
ratios. For a discussion of their distinction, see Ronald Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition 
of Order in the Letters of P$eudo-Dio7iysius (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), 38-46. 

32. Philo of Alexandria, faced with the same challenge as lamblichus—to justify the 
practice of traditional rituals according to Platonic principles—produced very similar argu¬ 
ments. For Philo, although the Patriarchs lived prior to the written law they had no need of 
it for they were, like the noetic theurgists, "living laws" ( empsuchoi nomoi). See Philo, De 
Abrahamo, 4-6; Samuel Sandmel, Philo of Alexandria (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1979), 57. 
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Iamblichus this Platonic myth sustained a vital connection to the most 
primitive myths and rituals: Egyptian Chaldean, Assyrian, and other 
ancient traditions of the Mediterranean* If there was a mathematical 
model of lamblichean theurgy it would have been a Pythagorean schema 
reflecting the creative tensions of the One and the Many. These tensions, 
Iamblichus believed, were portrayed in the traditions of ancient and 
holy people, in their art, dance, sacrifice, and prayers, and would have 
been discovered as mathematical only after the fact of their cultural 
embodiment. 33 Mathematical proportions simply outlined the intensity 
and valences of ritual patterns already established in nature and cult. 
Perhaps when a theurgist ritually embodied the numbers of a tradition 
he could translate this vital mathematics into other traditions. This may 
have put him "above all law" and free from the specific requirements of 
any tradition, yet since the theurgist became an embodiment of the law, 
it is more likely that he would have been subject to all traditions that 
preserved the divine arithmoi, for in them he would have recognized and 
experienced divine authority 

I believe that Pythagorean mathematics made up the sunthemata em¬ 
ployed in noetic worship because they exemplify both the transcendence 
and immanence common to theurgic sunthemata and because their exer¬ 
cise expressed the dynamics seen in all theurgy Perhaps the most sug¬ 
gestive confluence of mathematics and theurgy may be seen in the enig¬ 
matic warning from the Chaldean Oracles: "Do not deepen the plane" 
(i mede bathunes to epipedon). 34 

Hans Lewy explains this warning by referring to the Pythagorean 
theory of cosmogenesis described as the unfolding of dimensions from 
point to line to plane to volume, with the pyramid as the first body: 35 

i.e., the tetraktus: .V. 


According to Lewy, the oracle warns the soul to remain in the "plane," 
the triad. As he explains: "The number three is in the Oracles the mea¬ 
sure of the noetic and therefore the purport of the Oracular warning is 
that the mortal should not "materialize" his mental substance by exten¬ 
sion into the realm of the somatic." 36 

33. Following the Aristotelian rule, adopted by Iamblichus, that what is first in ontol¬ 
ogy is last in generation. 

34. CO, frag. 104, 88. 

35. Hans Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augus- 
tiniennes, 1978), 394-96. 

36. Ibid., 396. Cf. the remarks of R. Merkelbach cited by des Places, ed. Oracles 
Chaldaiques (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1971), 176 n. 1. 
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Assuming that Lewy's analysis is correct, the question remains: How 
was the soul to avoid its fall into matter? How does the soul remain in 
the plane? The obvious response: "by not descending into volume," may 
be correct, but it is insufficient and, if accepted prima facie, it would lead 
to a distortion of one of the central principles of theurgy To eschew 
embodiment and the descent into volume would leave the tetraktus unfin¬ 
ished, unexpressed, and imperfect. To disdain the corporeal qua corpo¬ 
real would alienate the soul from the activity of the gods who will to 
reveal themselves in their geometrizing descent into the world. 37 To 
avoid the body tout court was a gnostic or dualist answer to the oracular 
warning. The theurgic answer, however, not only preserved the soul in 
the plane while completing the volume; I would argue that it kept the 
soul in the plane only by completing the volume. An examination of this 
paradox should reveal how thoroughly the Pythagorean teachings influ¬ 
enced Iamblichus, and how, today they may still throw light on 
Neoplatonic theurgy. 

From the beginning of this study I have argued that theurgy was 
cosmogonic activity, a mimesis of the gods in creation. Correlate to this 
axiom is the view that the ascent of the soul in theurgy was realized as 
a cosmogonic descent, that procession and return were not opposed to 
one another but that the souTs return confirmed the divinity of its 
procession. Strictly speaking, this means that procession and return 
cannot be separated, either temporally or spatially except in discursive 
thought. 38 

Theurgy, however, was not a conceptual enterprise. "It is not thinking 
that connects theurgists to the gods . . . but ineffable acts" (DM 96, 13- 
19). Therefore, only a hieratic performance was able to give the soul "the 
ineffable power of the gods" (he arrhetos dunamis ton them ; DM 96,19-97, 
2). This arrhetos dunamis could not be grasped or explained, and in that 
sense it was irrational (alogos). Yet it was an alogos power that generated 
logos, and in this sense it bears a profound similarity to the Pythagorean 
solution to the "scandal" of the irrational diagonal. Burkert maintains , 
that prior to 460 b.c.e. "Pythagoreans" had discovered that the diagonal 
of a square with the side of "1" has an irrational value and therefore 
cannot be defined arithmetically. 39 Nevertheless, it becomes defined 

37. That demiurgy was conceived by later Platonists as a "geometric" activity; see 
Plutarch, Quest. Conviv ,, VIII, 3. 

38. For a discussion of this principle in later Neoplatonism, see Annick Charles-Saget, 

Uarchitecture du divin: Mathenmtique et philosophie chez Plotin et Proclus (Paris: Les Belles 

Lettres, 1982), 313. 

39. Walter Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism, trans. Edwin L. Minar Jr. 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972), 447-56. 
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when it is geometrically performed , which means that the irrational be¬ 
comes rational when it functions as a generative power. In the same way, 
a corresponding irrational power was understood to exist in the soul, 40 a 
power that remained ineffable until it was revealed in theurgic perfor¬ 
mance: the "ineffable acts." The supposed "irrationality" of the theurgic 
rite, therefore, was consistent with the mathematic solution to the prob¬ 
lem of incommensurate lines within the "unit square" and "unit cube." 41 
Like the irrational diagonal, the ineffable power of the gods was alogos 
with respect to discrete (arithmetic) reasoning yet became the source for 
a logos revealed in embodied (geometric) action. 

Henri Joly argues that the geometric solution to the arithmetic prob¬ 
lem of the irrational shifted the Hellenic philosophic tradition to an 
entirely new epistemological foundation, one that demanded an integra¬ 
tion of episteme with an elevated sense of techne. 42 In the parlance of the 
later Neoplatonists, this would be the hieratike techne , anterior to concep¬ 
tual reflection yet capable of being performed by the soul. 43 Against the 
background to this problem in the Pythagorean tradition, the theurgic 
solution to the warning of the Chaldean Oracles may support my hy¬ 
pothesis that noetic theurgies were, indeed, mathematic rituals. In any 
case, the Pythagorean principles will help to explain the raison d'etre of 
theurgic rites. 

In the geometric unfolding of th etetraktus, each dimension functioned 
as the principle (arche) and limit ( peras ) of the dimension that it contained 

40. For a detailed investigation of the presence of the irrational diagonal in the soul 
based on the Timaeus (36), see Konrad Gaiser, Platons Ungeschriebene Lehre (Stuttgart: Ernst 
Klett), ''Die Speile als Begrenzung des Korpers/' 59-60. 

41. A "unit square" and "unit cube" have all sides equal to 1. In the square the diagonal 
has a value of V2; in the cube the diagonal that traverses the volume has a value of V3. 

42. Henri Joly, Le Renversement platonicien : Logos, episteme, polis (Paris: J. Vrin, 1974), 271. 

43. Walter Burkert discusses the double sense of the term "irrational" (arrhetos) in the 
Pythagorean tradition and notes von Fritz's hypothesis that Hippasus's "betrayal of the 
secret of the irrational" had to do with his revelation of the sacred dodecahedron, made up 
of regular pentagons with "incommensurate" diagonals of the value phi which came to be 
known as the Golden Section. Walter Burkert, Lore and Science, 458-63. Paul Friedlander 
(Plato, 2, The Dialogues: First Period, trans. Hans Meyerhoff [New York: Bollingen Founda¬ 
tion, 1964], p. 283) describes the moment of recollection in the Meno (82a-85b) as being 
concerned with secrets of the irrational: "Now we are suddenly lifted up into the sphere of 
that ultimate reality which, according to the Republic, culminates in what is 'beyond being/ 
i.e., in the 'ineffable/ Is it an accident, or is it rather a signpost pointing toward those 
heights that the geometrical task of doubling a square contains the problem of the irratio¬ 
nal, i.e., again the 'ineffable' ( arrhetos )?" For Plato's discussion of the "irrational" as a 
problem of central importance see Laws 819d~20b; Epinomis 990c-91a; Theatetus 147de; 
compare also Republic 534d and note the interesting contrast between an education to logo 
and to ergo. 
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and of which it was the boundary (horos). The "point" was the limit of 
the "line," the "line" was the limit of the "plane," and the "plane" was 
the limit of the "volume." In each stage the limit was "outside" and 
therefore "contained" what it limited. Damascius explains this process of 
dimensional unfolding in his Parmenides commentary: 

The point (, semeion ), insofar as it limits, contains; it limits the 
length ( mekos ) without depth 44 and contains it either from both 
extremes or only one, but it does not contain the whole length in 
itself—not entirely in itself—as a part is contained in a whole, or a 
figure in the limit which encloses it but as something limited is 
contained in a limit. For the Limit is always outside what is limited , as 
is the Unlimited, but the Unlimited is outside infinitely, while the 
Limit is outside only once. . . . Thus, the body (soma) is within the 
surface (epiphania), the surface is within the line (gramme ), and the 
line is within the point, but not (literally) "in" it. (Dub. et Sol. II, 
121, 13-21) 

Damascus's use of the terms "within" (eiso) and "in" (en) in the last 
sentence points to an important distinction between ontological contain¬ 
ment, when subordinate entities are contained "within" their primaries, 
and empirical containment, when an object is spatially contained in 
another. 

Now, in order for a volume to become manifest it must be limited by a 
plane; the plane, in turn, must be limited by a line; and the line must be 
limited by a point, Iamblichus says that a line should not be conceived as 
a "collection of many points" 45 because the point qua point is of a differ¬ 
ent order—it is the arche of the line and, strictly speaking, has no dimen¬ 
sion at all. The transition from point to line occurs only when a funda¬ 
mental change takes place in the orientation of the point, to be precise: 
when it begins to flow. "The geometricians," Iamblichus says, "maintain 
that the line is the "flow" ( rhusis ) of the point." 46 To use the example of a 
cubic volume, the process may be exemplified as follows: 

44. Damascius's terms are taken from Euclid's Elements. For example, definition 2 
reads: "A line is a length without depth"; Euclid: The Thirteen Books of the Elements trans., 
intro., and comm. Sir Thomas Heath (New York: Dover, 1956), 1:158. For the Neo¬ 
platonists, Euclid's geometric definitions described the soul's spiritual generation and 
ancestry. 

45. In Nic . 57, 18. Text: oehe yd q ecrxiv i\ y^a^ri jiksiovtov oev^eaig or]^stojv. 

46. In Nic. 57, 8. Text: £i3aiv cpaaiv rival ol yecofietQat xfjv yQa^fxr)v; cf. Aristotle, De 
Anima 409a, 4-6. 
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1* The point as principle of all expression. 
[No dimension.] 


2. The point realizes its limiting power in the 
manifestation of the line. 

[The point flows into the line.] 


3. The line realizes its limiting power in the 
manifestation of the plane. 

[The line flows into the plane.] 



4. The plane realizes its limiting power in the 
manifestation of the volume. 

[The plane flows into the volume.] 


To return to the oracular warning, in the case of the human soul the 
Oracle states: "Do not deepen the plane"; that is, remain at the third 
level of descent and do not fall into a body, the volume. The theurgical 
solution to the warning now may be understood: the principal under¬ 
standing of theurgy is that for the soul to remain a plane and free of 
volume it must act as a plane. That is to say, it must bestow limit to 
volume: it must descend (i.e., flow) into a body and rule it as its limit 
and arche . 

In each successive degree of the tetraktus the superior dimension be¬ 
comes the principle (arche) of the subsequent level and manifests its 
specific logos in its descent. Descent in itself was not wrong so long as it 
was measured. After all, the genesis of the world was the result of the 
descent of divine powers. Therefore, from a theurgical perspective, 
what the Oracle warned against was not descent in itself, but an unmea¬ 
sured descent. Contrasting these two notions of descent in his analysis 
of the Laws (894a) Konrad Gaiser says: 



The Theurgy of Numbers 

To be precise, it is necessary to distinguish two different possibili¬ 
ties in that which concerns the passage from an anterior dimension 
to a posterior dimension. It is clear that one may speak of "genesis" 
if—when a dimension is extended to pass into another—the origi¬ 
nal dimension produces its effect by imposing a form, by playing the 
role of a limit (perns). But there exists another way, a completely 
different sort of movement between dimensions, which is pro¬ 
duced following the loss of the regulating limitation, When a singular 
being is detached from the connection it had with the Superior 
dimension of being (its eidos), it loses its unifying form and is totally 
dissolved in the subordinate dimension. In the case of such a de¬ 
scent, it is no longer a matter of genesis but of the downfall of that 
which exists, thus, of a passage to non-being, of a "corruption" 
(phthora), 47 

The misunderstanding of theurgy by modern scholars may be ex¬ 
plained by these two notions of "descent." Theurgy has too often been 
judged as an example of the latter kind, as a loss of rationality and 
corruption of the soul. In light of Iamblichus's Pythagorean principles, 
however, theurgy was the means for the soul to participate in "genesis" 
at the highest possible level. 

In the cosmos conceived by Iamblichus one acted with the Demiurge 
or against him. The theurgist, of course, did the former. He embraced 
the Unlimited (to apeiron) in his descent/embodiment by assuming the 
role of the Limit (to peras). If he avoided this responsibility he forfeited 
his role as Limit and was condemned to an inferior dimension and the 
ignominy of having limits imposed on him by others: that is, by daimons 
who preserve the orders of genesis. In short, only by flowing into apeiron 
could the theurgist remain peras . Only by measuring himself into matter 
could he participate directly in the immaterial forms. If, as the Platonists 
maintained, 48 "god is always doing geometry" (aei geometrei ho theos), 
then the theurgists were his instruments. 


47. Konrad Gaiser, Platons Ungeschriebene Lehre, 188; quoted by Remi Brague, Le Restant: 
Supplement aux commeniaires du Merton de Platon (Paris: Les Belies Lettres, 1978), 101. Brague 
discusses this principle at some length in his chapter 4, 100-105. 

48. For this notion, see Plutarch, Moralia VIII, 718b—720c: "Question 2: What Plato 

meant by saying that God is always doing geometry/' 
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The Sunthema 
of the Sun 


The theologians call the sun 
"Fire, channel of Fire . . . and 
dispenser of Fire." 

*—The Chaldean Oracles 



The two kinds of descent outlined in the previous chapter may help shed 
light on Iamblichus's distinction in the De Anima between souls who 
voluntarily and involuntarily enter bodies. Iamblichus subdivided the 
former group into souls who were (a) already free and entered the corpo¬ 
real realm to preserve it and (b) those who were imperfect but were 
working toward perfection ( Stob . I, 380, 6-14). The descent of this latter 
type of soul was neither entirely a corruption nor a creative participation 
in genesis though it was moving toward the latter. The great majority of 
souls, however, were embodied involuntarily and were completely 
verged toward toapeiron. Nevertheless, in lamblichus's estimation, even 
these souls could participate in cosmogenesis if they limited their pas¬ 
sions with material theurgies. The material rites laid the foundation for 
the soul's final exchange of a life shaped by the perata of daimons, for a 
life bestowing peras upon apeiron, like the gods. The divinity appropriate 
to the soul guided each rite, and as the soul became increasingly aligned 
with cosmogonic measures, so did its awareness of the gods. 



The most marked transition in the progress of the soul was the rare 
moment that it received a god as a guardian to replace its personal 
(oikeios) daimon (DM 280, 17-281, 1). In book IX of the De Mysteriis 
Iamblichus describes this transition in response to Porphyry's question 
about discerning the "Lord of one's nativity" (DM 278, 15-19). While 
Iamblichus did not reject the validity of mathematike (i.e., the "calcula¬ 
tion" of astrological nativities) as a divine science, he said that it had 
been distorted by mortal conceptions (DM 277, 14-18). Iamblichus ex¬ 
plained that one's guardian daimon cannot be determined simply by 
finding the "Lord of the geniture" 1 for the guardian is distributed to the 
soul through all aspects of its astrological portrait (DM 280, 2-6). 
Iamblichus maintained that the soul's daimon was "more ancient" than 
the nativity and therefore could not be discovered by astrological calcula¬ 
tions or identified with a particular section of the heavens. He says: 

If we mu|t to reveal to you the truth concerning one's personal 
Daimon we must say that he is not distributed to us from one part 
of the heavens nor from any of the visible planets but from the 
entire cosmos—its multi-faceted life and its multi-form body— 
through which the soul descends into generation. And a certain 
individual allotment is imparted to us, alloted to each of our as¬ 
pects, according to an individual jurisdiction. 2 This Daimon , there¬ 
fore, is established in the paradigm even before souls descend 
into generation. And when the soul selects him as its leader the 
Daimon immediately attends to his task of fulfilling the lives of the 
soul, and he binds the soul to the body when it descends. (DM 
280, 1-13) 

The ruling daimon mixed the soul's immortal logoi with the mortal lives 
received from the body in order to meet the particular demands of its 


1. DM 278,16. Astrology describes the "ruler" as follows: "The Lord of the Geniture 
would be precisely termed the Ruler of the Figure meaning that planet having the most 
dignities, either Essential [i.e., being situated in a sign amicable to its properties] or Acci¬ 
dental [i.e., in positive relation to other planets]." Nicholas Devore, Encyclopedia of Astrol¬ 
ogy (New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), 246. Usuaily the planet on the ascendent of 
one's horoscope—if it is well-aspected—would be considered the "ruler" of one's nativity. 
Thus, if the sign Leo is on the eastern horizon at one's birth then the planet associated with 
it, the sun, if well-aspected, would be considered the Lord of one's nativity. If Sagittarius 
were ascending then a well-aspected Jupiter would be one's "Lord," etc. 

2. This is the process of the soul's "taking on attributes" ( prostheke ) in its descent into 
the physical cosmos. 
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incarnation. 3 The daimon served as coordinator of the soul's descent into 
the material world. 

The task of each soul was to align itself and its activities with its ruling 
god, and when this was achieved the guardian daimon gave way to a 
higher guide. Iamblichus continues: 

[T]he Daimon oversees the composite life of the soul [and body] 
and the individual life of the soul; and all that we think, we 
conceive due to the principles he has implanted in us. We do the 
things that he suggests to our mind, and he continues to govern 
human beings until, by means of sacred theurgy, the time comes 
that we are entrusted with a God as guardian and leader of the 
soul. For then the Daimon either yields to the superior entity or 
hands over his jurisdiction to him or subjoins himself to him as a 
co-collaborator or in some other way ministers to him as to his 
Lord. (DM 280, 13-281, 4) 

This was a privilege reserved for very few souls. The great majority were 
best served simply by fulfilling the dictates of their guardian daimons. 4 It 
should be noted that despite Iamblichus's occasional references to "evil" 
daimons, there was no evil daimon competing for control of the soul. 
Iamblichus explicitly states that the soul has only one ruling daimon and 
that he is good (DM 282, 1—5). To fulfill the charges of its guardian, 
however, the soul first had to recognize him and then develop a rapport. 
Recognition of the daimon was not gained by artificial means or human 
effort but was given directly and theurgically by the Lord of daimons 
(DM 283, 18—19). Iamblichus says: 

The invocation of these guardian Daimones is effected through 
their one ruler God who, from the beginning, distributed individ¬ 
ual Daimones to every soul, and in the sacred rites he reveals the 
individual Daimon to each soul according to his own will. For, in 
the theurgic hierarchy, subordinate entities are always invoked by 
their superiors. Consequently, in the case of Daimones, one univer¬ 
sal leader of those who are charged to rule over generation dis¬ 
patches individual Daimons to every entity. And, when the famil¬ 
iar Daimon appears to each soul, then he reveals his particular 

3. See Iamblichus's description of the soul's descent in Simplicius, In Aristotelis 
Categorias Commentarium ed. C. Kalbfleisch (Berlin: Reimeri, 1907), 374, 31-34. 

4. This is a standard Platonic teaching. In the Timaeus 90a—c Plato says that only by 

constantly "worshiping" the daimon who dwells with us can man partake of immortality. 


mode of worship as well as his name, and he also teaches the 
particular manner of invoking him. (DM 283, 19-284,10) 

In each embodiment, the daimon acted on behalf of the god until its 
"limits" (ta perata) had been realized by the soul. The soul's freedom 
from the daimon—like its freedom from the "law"—was determined, 
paradoxically, by its degree of identity with it. The daimon was not left 
behind but was, as it were, digested and incorporated by the theurgist. 
In addition, insofar as daimons served a processional and dividing func¬ 
tion in cosmology, the graduation to a god as overseer indicated that the 
soul was no longer identified with a "particular" self. When the soul 
became resonant with the ratios of the World Soul, it began to live for the 
entire world, and since daimons had jurisdiction over parts, not wholes, 
the soul then received a god for its leader. 

The personal daimon revealed himself to the theurgist and taught him 
how to stay in contact, but to recognize one's daimon demanded an ability 
to discriminate among the appearances (phasmata) of invisible entities. In 
book II, chapters 3-9 of the De Mysteriis Iamblichus provides a diagnostic 
guide of the entities that appear in theurgic worship. Porphyry had asked 
how theurgists were able to distinguish among gods, archangels, angels, 
daimons, archons, and souls (DAI 70,10-82), and Iamblichus provided an 
exhaustive answer. He distinguished among the appearances of (1) gods, 
(2) archangels, (3) angels, (4) daimons, (5) heroes, (6) sublunary archons, 
(7) material archons, and (8) souls according to the ousia, dunamis, and 
energeia of each class. Iamblichus examined twenty different visionary 
qualities whose manifestations were diminished in each succeeding onto¬ 
logical class. Examining first the "uniformity" of appearances, then their 
"beneficence," "immutability," "beauty," etc., Iamblichus concluded with 
a discussion of the "benefits" provided to souls by each class. H. D. 
Saffrey provides an excellent outline of these chapters, 5 and Friedrich 
Cremer has covered the same ground to demonstrate the influence of the 
Chaldean Oracles. 6 

Following the Iamblichean principle that energeia reveals ousia, the 
appearances of invisible entities were the energeiai that revealed their 
sources, the ousiai. In terms of human experience, however, the rank of 
the divinity that appeared depended on the soul's receptive capacity 
(the epitedeiotes discussed in Chapter 7). Iamblichus, in fact, seems to 

5. Saffrey, "Plan des Livres I et II du de Mysteriis de Jamblique," Zetesis Album Amicorum , 
ed, E. de Strycker (Antwerp: de Nederlandsche Boekhandel, 1973), 281-95. 

6. Cremer, "Die gottliche Epiphanie (de myst. II, 3—9)," in Die Chaldaischen Orakel und 
jamblich de Mysteriis (Meisenheim am Gian: Anton Hain, 1969), 37-91. 
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suggest that the soul actually contributed something to the appearance 
of the deity. Speaking of the "benefits" ( dora ) that come to souls from the 
appearance of a god, he says; 

[T]he presence of the Gods gives us health of body, virtue of soul 
and purity of mind. In short, it elevates everything in us to its 
proper principle. It annihilates what is cold and destructive in us, 
it increases our heat and causes it to become more powerful and 
dominant. It makes everything in the soul consonant with the 
Nous; it causes a light to shine with intelligible harmony, and it 
reveals the incorporeal as corporeal to the eyes of the soul by 
means of the eyes of the body. 7 

lamblichus's reference to corporeal vision as the means to see the incor¬ 
poreal points to imagination as the medium of theophanies. By means of 
images the "eyes of the soul" (hoi tes psuches ophthalmoi) clothed the gods 
in an interior space. Clearly, a contribution on the part of the so;ul was 
necessary to reveal what was invisible, and Proclus explains that it was 
the soul's "body of light" (augoeides soma). He says; 

The Gods themselves are incorporeal, but since those who see 
them possess bodies, the visions which issue from the Gods to 
worthy recipients possess a certain quality from the Gods who 
send them but also have something connatural (sungenes) with 
those who see them. This is why the Gods are seen yet not seen at 
all. In fact, those who see the Gods witness them in the luminous gar¬ 
ments of their souls (augoeide ton psuchon periblemata). The point is, 
they are often seen when the eyes are shut. Therefore, since the 
visions are extended and appear in this different kind of "atmo¬ 
sphere" they are connatural with those who see them. However, 
because visions emit divine light, possess effectiveness, and por¬ 
tray the powers of the Gods through their visible symbols, they 
remain in contact with the Gods who send them. This is why the 
ineffable symbols of the Gods are expressed in images and are 
projected sometimes in one form, sometimes in another. (In 
Kemp. I, 39, 5-17) 

In summary Proclus adds: 

7. DM 81, 13-82, 2; cf. Proclus's "Fire-Song," lines 8-9, discussed by Lewy, Chaldean 
Oracles and Theurgy , ed. M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1978), 491-93. 



The Sunthema of the Sun 

Each God is formless (amorphotos) even if he is seen with a form. 
For the form is not in him but comes from him due to the incapac¬ 
ity of the viewer to see the formless without a form; rather, accord¬ 
ing to his nature he sees by means of forms. 8 

The psychic organ that received the divine light was the pneumatic or 
luminous body In his treatise On Dreams (De Insomniis) Synesius identi¬ 
fied this body with the "imagination" (to phantastikon ; 136a, 1) and de¬ 
scribed it as the soul's "first vehicle" (to proton ochema; 137a, 2). It was 
within this imaginal body that the soul experienced its most profound 
illuminations. The imaginal body however, should not be confused with 
ordinary imagination. Iamblichus distinguished not only the "god-sent" 
dreams from the "human" (DM 103, 2-10) but also the "divine appear¬ 
ances" given by the gods from the images concocted by man. 9 The former 
possessed transformative power while the latter were merely reflections 
of embodied life. Just as the horizontal expressions of sunthemata were 
distinguished from their vertical or divine dimension, so with the imagina¬ 
tion. On the horizontal level phantasia was merely the play of the discur¬ 
sive mind, but if properly purified and trained, the vertical dimension that 
sustained it could be awakened. The imaginal body of the ordinary per¬ 
son, however, was "diseased" (Synesius, De Insomniis , 136d, 1) and until 
purified it could not serve as a vehicle for the god. 

In reply to Porphyry's questions about lights seen in divination 
Iamblichus explains the role of phantasia and catalogues, under the rubric 
of photagogia , the various methods used to illuminate it. He explains: 

The entire kind of divination that you describe, while of many 
kinds, is contained in a single power which may be called "draw¬ 
ing in the light" (photos agoge). This power illuminates with divine 
light the aetherial and luminous vehicle surrounding the soul, 
from which divine visions (phantasiai theiai) take possession of our 
imaginative faculty being moved by the will of the Gods. For the 
entire life of the soul and all its powers, when directed by the 
Gods, are moved however the Lords of the soul wish. 

And this occurs in two ways, either when the Gods are present 
with the soul, or when they shine into the soul a certain advance 

8. Ibid,, II, 39, 28-40, 4, My translation of this passage is adapted from the translation 
of Jean Trouillard, La Mystagogie de Proclos (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1982), 42. 

9. The phasmata of DM, book II, chaps. 3-9, are divine as are the visions described in 
DM 132, 11-15, but human imaginations are rejected as being nontheurgical (see DM 287, 
1-3). 
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light coming from themselves. In each case, the divine presence or 
the illumination, they are transcendent [to the soul]. The attention 
and discursive power of the soul follow what takes place [cf. DM 
104,11] since the divine light does not touch them, but the imagina¬ 
tive faculty (to phantastikon) is divinely inspired because it is lifted 
into modes of imagination that come from the Gods, not from 
itself, and it is utterly removed from what is ordinarily human. 10 

The Neoplatonic doctrine of the imaginal body and its role in theurgic 
ascent exemplifies what Mircea Eliade has called a "mystical physiology." 
In his well-known study on yoga Eliade explains that the descriptions of 
such "physiologies" are "not conceptualizations, but images expressing 
transmundane experiences." 11 It is in this sense that Iamblichus's doctrine 
of the soul's pneumatic or aetherial body must be understood, for he used 
physiological terms to describe experiences that transcend the physical 
realm. In effect, Iamblichus used "the eyes of the body" to awaken "the 
eyes of the soul." 

The similarities between the doctrines of the subtle body in later Neopla¬ 
tonism and the yoga traditions are suggestive, particularly with respect to 
the role of "heat" as it relates to "breath" and the "channels" of the soul's 
mystical body in yogic and theurgic practices. 12 Iamblichus says the pres¬ 
ence of the god heats the soul and effects a visual theophany. The divine 
heating occurred within the soul's "mystical" body, yet the fact that this 
body was called pneumatic ( pneumatikos ), as well as aetheric (taitherodes) 
and luminous (augoeides; DM 239, 9-11) suggests that physical breath 
(pneuma) played a role in this heating and incandescence. Breath may 
have been the means through which the soul was translated to its mystical 
body and, once established there, homologized to the cosmos and Cre¬ 
ator. Evidence from the Chaldean Oracles supports this. In fragment 130, 
the soul established in god is said to "breathe in the flowering flames that 

10. DM 132, 9-133,9. Compare this mode of divination with that described at DM 117, 
1-9 where the discursive mind is unaware of what takes place. In both cases, the cause for 
the divine inspiration is "the lights which come down from the Gods" (DM 117, 2). 

11. Mircea Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom , trans. Willard Trask (Princeton: Prince¬ 
ton University Press, 1969), 2S9. 

12. A careful comparison cannot be developed here except to point to the terms and 
their functions in the respective spiritual practices. "Heat" (tapaslyoga : thermonl theurgy) is 
awakened by, or directly related to, the "breath" (prana/yoga : pneuma/theurgy). When 
sufficiently heated, it flows up the "channels" (nadis /yoga : ochetai/theurgy) of the mystical 
body to divinize the soul. It may be possible also to compare the fiery goddess Hecate, 
invoked by theurgists, with the goddess Kundalini, invoked by yogins, since both were 
responsible for the salvation or punishment of souls depending on their purity and prepa¬ 
ration for the encounter. 




descend from the Father," 13 and fragment 124 speaks of liberated souls 
who are "thrust out" [of their bodies] (exosteres) by "inhaling" ( anapnooi; 
trans. Majercik, 97). Psellus explains that this was not effected by the soul 
but by divine powers who "cause the soul to breathe far from the weari¬ 
ness and oppression of the body " 14 It is possible that Iamblichus's legend¬ 
ary ability to levitate in prayer 15 had its origins in these breathing tech¬ 
niques and that the story of his "levitation" (which he laughed off; 16 may 
have derived from a misinterpretation of the phenomenon that occurred 
when the theurgist coordinated his breath and visualization. For exam¬ 
ple, the Mithras Liturgy states: "Draw in breath from the [sun's] rays, 
drawing in three times as much as you can, and you will see yourself lifted up 
and ascending to the height so that you seem to be in midair." 17 

The key to these pneumatic exercises was the belief that the soul's 
aetheric body was directly connected with the sun, the source of light. It 
should be borne in mind that the radiance of this body was related, not 
only to the physical sun, but also to its hidden source. Plato's reference 
to the sun as the image of the Good in the Republic (509b, 2-10) pro¬ 
foundly influenced the Neoplatonists who saw the physical sun as re- 
vealer of the divine Nows. In a cosmology where nature was seen as a 
theophany of the gods it would be inconsistent if the sun did not play a 
central role in soteriological rites. Julian says that Helios was surrounded 
by the "fifth body" (pempton soma) with its summit being the rays of the 
sun, 18 and Iamblichus identified this "fifth body" with aether (TA, 34, 
13), the same aether that made up the soul's subtle body Thus, through 
its aetheric vehicle the embodied soul participated in the aetheric body of 
the sun in varying degrees of intensity. According to the Chaldean Oracles 
the leader god of each soul was identified with one of the solar rays, and 
fragment 110 says that the soul must discover its "ray" (ochetos) and 
perform the proper ritual in order to make its ascent. Fragment 123 says 
that the soul is relieved by heated breath , pointing again to the connection 
of breath and the sun. In the De Anima Iamblichus says that according to 

13. CO, 98-99. 

14. Psellus, PM 1144c, 8-9; Appendice 1: Michel Psellus, Commentaire des Oracles 
Chaldaiques, in E. des Places, Oracles Chaldaiques (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1971), 181. 

15. Iamblichus was reported by his servants to levitate more than 10 cubits and to take 
on a golden hue when praying; Eunapius, Philostratus and Eunapius: The Lives of the Sophists 
(458), trans. W. C. Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1921; 1968), 364-65. 

16. Ibid., 365. 

17. Vie Mithras Liturgy ( PGM IV, 538-41), trans. Marvin Meyer, in The Greek Magical 
Papyri in Translation , ed. Hans Dieter Betz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 
1:48. 

18. Julian, Oration IV: Hymn to King Helios (132c), in The Works of the Emperor Julian trans. 
W. C. Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969), 1:358-59. 
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the Ancients (i.e., theurgists), souls are purified by all the visible gods 
"and of them all most especially by the sun." 19 

The connections between light, fire, the pneumatic body, and physical 
breath were also described in the De Mysteriis where lamblichus mea¬ 
sures the degrees of divine light by their effects on breath. He says: 

Indeed, with respect to the subtlety of light, the Gods irradiate it 
to such a fine degree that the eyes of the body cannot receive it, 
and they undergo the same experience as fish when they are lifted up out 
of turbid and thick fluid into subtle and diaphanous air. In fact, those 
who contemplate the divine fire are not able to inhale the subtlety 
of it; they appear to fall into a swoon, to all appearances, and are cut off 
from their natural breath. (DM 86, 5-14) 

This passage suggests some form of trance in which the theurgist's 
breath was completely stopped. Such phenomena are not uncommon in 
yogic practices and lamblichus may be describing the theurgicequiva- 
lent of yogic turiya, a "cateleptic" condition where the breath appears to 
stop. 20 On the other hand, lamblichus may simply be pointing out that 
when the human soul entered the subtlety of divine light it began to 
breathe, in Psellus's terms, "far from the weariness and oppression of 
the body" (PG 1144c, 8-9). To "breathe," that is to say, to "live" with the 
gods, the soul could not continue to breath/live in an ordinary way. One 
could "inhale the sun's rays" only with an augoeides soma, a solar body, 
lamblichus adds that the light emitted by the archangels was also too 
rarefied for the soul to inhale but notes that the presence of angels 
produced a mixture of air that theurgists were capable of breathing (DM 
86, 13-18). Since lamblichus believed that human souls were able to live 
no higher than the rank of angels (DM 69, 12-14), perhaps this passage 
simply reiterates that position, employing "breath" as the index of the 
soul's "life." 

Iamblichus's description of the soul's inability to endure the atmo¬ 
sphere of the gods is also reminiscent of Plato's Phaedo. There, Socrates 
tells Simmias that humanity lives in the "hollows of the earth," the 
"dregs of the starry aether," unable or unwilling to emerge to the true 
surface of the world (109c): 

We are too feeble and sluggish to make our way out to the upper 
limit of the air. If someone could reach to the summit, or put on 

19. Stob. I, 455, 2. 

20. Eliade, Yoga, 57. 
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wings and fly aloft, when he put up his head he would see the 
world above, just as fishes see our world when they put their heads out 
of the sea. And if his nature were able to bear the sight, he would 
recognize that that is the true heaven and the true light and the 

true earth. (109c) 

For Platonists the mythic geography of the Phaedo was a map of the soul. 
It was possible for the soul to live in resonance with divine ratios, sus¬ 
pended in perfect equilibrium (109c) on a "true earth" (110b, 5) "as pure 
as the starry heavens in which it lies" (109b, 9); or the soul might live in 
the "dregs of that aether" (109c, 2), in anatropic dissonance, alternately 
attracted and repelled by the flux and reflux of sensible matter. 

The theurgist emerged from this perversity and heaviness to behold 
the true heaven, true light, and true earth and live in direct contact with 
the divine causes. He achieved this condition by means of sunthemata 
that purified his luminous body and translated him to the divine. Since 
the luminous vehicle (augoeides ochema) was solar in origin, when it was 
purified it returned to the sun. Damascius explains that the theurgist 
was made divine "when the radiant vehicle journeys upward to the 
sun . . . when we are established in the soul of the sun" (Dub. et Sol. II, 
255, 17-18). 

It is almost certain that the cultic expression of theurgy centered on the 
worship of the sun. Julian says that his devotion to Helios was perfected 
through the teachings of lamblichus, and his Hymn to the Mother of the 
Gods 21 testifies to the importance of the sun in the apotheosis of the 
human soul. The drama of Attis was the drama of the human soul in its 
descent into generation. Like human souls, Attis was the lowest of di¬ 
vine beings, and although he was "as pure as the Milky Way" (171a) he 
was troubled by passion when he joined with matter. Like human souls, 
Attis entered the generated world "following the will of the gods" 
(171b), but this obedience came at the cost of his equanimity. The de¬ 
scent, in other words, was a sacrifice willed by the gods and performed 
by Attis, and his subsequent "castration" symbolized the completion of 
his mission. In metaphysical terms, the castration of Attis represented 
the limiting of the soul's unlimited propensity, the bestowal of peras 
upon apeiron, which is the act of demiurgy and theurgy par excellence. 
The apotheosis of Attis, significantly, was effected by Helios. Julian says: 
"After bringing a halt to his unlimited procession, Attis brought this 
chaos into order through his sympathy with the cycle of the equinox 

21. Julian, Oration V: Hymn to the Mother of the Gods, trans. W. C. Wright, in Works, 
1:439-503. 
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since the great Helios controls the most perfect measure of his motion 
within due limits" (171c). The myth portrayed this demiurgy as an ongo¬ 
ing activity, for the cycle of Attis did not happen in the past, nor was it 
ever finished. Thus, Julian says: "And never did this happen, except in 
the manner that it happens now . . . for Attis always yearns for genera¬ 
tion, and he is always cutting short the unlimited through the limited 
cause of the Forms" (171d). 

The role of souls as suggested in the myth of Attis was demiurgic, 
but once embodied—and souls were always entering bodies—their di¬ 
vine measures had to be received from without. The sun, therefore, 
was the initiator in the recollection and return of souls. In his manifesta¬ 
tion as physical light and chief among encosmic gods Helios served as 
administrator for the cult of "material" souls, yet in his noetic expres¬ 
sion Helios's invisible rays defined the mathematic ratios invoked in 
the cult of noetic souls. 22 "[For] Helios ," say the Pythagoreans, "is the 
great geometer and arithmetician." 23 Julian explains the role of the sun 
as follows: 

Consider this clearly: Helios , by his vivifying and marvelous heat, 
draws up all things from the earth and calls them forth and makes 
them grow, separating, I believe, corporeal things to their highest 
degree of tenuity, and he makes things light that naturally would 
sink. These things should be taken as sure signs of his unseen 
powers. For if among corporeal things he can effect this through 
his corporeal heat, how would he not draw and lead upwards the 
souls of the blessed by means of the invisible, wholly incorporeal, 
and divinely pure essence established in his rays? (172b) 

For Julian the worship of Helios was a theurgical mystery. He continues: 

If I should also touch on the ineffable mystagogy (he arrhefa ^ 
mystagogia) which the Chaldean, divinely frenzied, celebrated to 
the God of the Seven Rays—he who lifts up the souls of men 
through himself—I would be describing unknowable things, in¬ 
deed, entirely unknowable for the vulgar, but quite familiar to the 
blessed theurgists. (172d-173a) 

22. Cf. Epinomis 977ab. For a discussion of the cult of the sun in the Platonic tradition 
see H. D. Saffrey, "La Devotion de Proclus au Soleil," Institut de Philosophic (et Science 
Morale) Annates (Brussels, 1984): 73-86. 

23. Hippolytus, Adv. haer. VI 2.28; quoted by C J. de Vogel, Pythagoras and Early Pythago- 
reanism (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1966), 201. 
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Julian's religiosity should not be taken as a sure index of Iamblichus's 
views; certainly not with the same confidence that one may draw from 
Proclus, Simplicius, or Damascius. 24 Nevertheless, the role of the sun, or 
rather, the sunthema of the sun, as symbol of the noetic fire and 
Demiurge, was almost certainly the central mystery of Neoplatonic 
theurgy. Proclus worshiped the sun three times a day, at rising, noon, 
and setting. 25 In his Timaeus commentary he spoke of the demiurgic 
powers of the hidden sun described in the Oracles: "The truer sun 
measures the All together with Time, truly being ' . . . Time of Time' " 26 
and in his Parmenides commentary he says: "[The sun is] the analogue of 
the One, established in it secretly and inseparably" (1045, 6-9). 

In the later Roman Empire the sun became increasingly important not 
only as a god appropriated for the emperor cult but also in the most 
spiritual worship. Tractate XIII of the Corpus Hermeticum suggests that 
the sun played a key role in the highest mysteries, and the Hermetic 
apotheosis exemplifies several theurgic characteristics. Tat, the disciple 
of Hermes, learned to "regenerate" his soul and complete the tetraktus of 
intelligent generation (i.e., the "measured descent" described in Chap¬ 
ter 19). At this point, Hermes tells him: "You now know, my child, the 
way of regeneration. When the Decad comes into being, my child, your 
spiritual birth has been established" (CH X, 10; 204, 21-24). Tat replies: 

Being stabilized by the God, O Father, I visualize for myself, not 
with the vision of the eyes but through the Powers , in intelligible activity . 

I am in heaven, in earth, in water, in air. I am in animals, in 
plants, in the womb, before the womb, after the womb, every¬ 
where! (CH XIII, 11; 205, 3-7) 

Hermes explains to Tat that by completing the decad he has entered 
into contact with the One since "the Decad is in the One, and the One 
is in the Decad" (CH XIII, 12). The decad was the Pythagorean symbol 
of the actualized tetraktus , the manifestation of all principles in the ' 
cosmos. Having been reborn into this "body," Tat sees himself in all 
things, an experience amenable to a theurgical interpretation for, ac¬ 
cording to Iamblichus, the soul may return to the One only if it has 

. 24. There was understandably a greater tendency to dogmatism and theological unifor¬ 

mity in the Neoplatonism of a political figure like Julian than in spiritual teachers like 
Iamblichus and Produs. For an excellent discussion of this issue see A. H. Armstrong, 
"The Way and the Ways: Religious Tolerance and Intolerance in the Fourth Century a.d.," 

Vigiliae Christiame 38 (1984); esp. 6. 

25. Marinus, Vita Procli , 22; cited in Saffrey, "La Devotion," 73. 

26. See CO, frag. 185,117. 
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been homologized to the All. The soul must first "see itself in all 
things" before it enters the immortal body measured by the gods. At 
the culmination of his ascent Tat asks for the final mystery and Her¬ 
mes, significantly, does not explain it—the divine powers perform the 
mystery through him. They sing a mystery oriented to the sun. Hermes 
instructs Tat to "bow down at the setting and rising of the sun" (CH 
XIII, 16, 207, 11-12) and sing a hymn to the "intelligible light" (to noeton 
phos; CH XIII, 18, 208, 5) to celebrate the union of the will of the soul 
with the will of the Demiurge. Hermes sings to the Creator: "The 
Powers that are in me sing these things; they chant out the universe. 
They complete your will, your plan as it proceeds from you and returns 
to you as the [completed] universe. Receive from all existing things the 
spiritual sacrifice" (CH XIII, 19, 208, 13-16). 

Whether or not the authors of this Hermetic tractate formed part of a 
"theurgic" community, or any community at all is a question that will not 
be addressed, yet the motifs involved—(1) Pythagorean mysticism; (2) 
homologization to the cosmos as a means of release; (3) participation in 
demiurgy; and (4) the central role of the sun in the ritual act—were all 
characteristics of theurgy as conceived by Iamblichus. The evidence sug¬ 
gests that theurgic mysteries were solar mysteries, for the goal of all 
manlike and theurgic ritual was "the ascent to the intelligible Fire" (DM 
179, 9-12) and theurgists, Iamblichus says, "are true athletes of the Fire" 
(DM 92, 13-14), 
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There are two kinds of madness, 
one resulting from human illness, 
the other from a divine disruption 
of our codes of conduct . 

—Phaedrus (265a) 


Divination (mantike) in the late antique world, was the art of bird watchers, 
gut-gazers, dream interpreters/ trance mediums, and others to predict the 
future and determine the will of the gods. Divinational practices were an 
integral part of the Greco-Roman world and provided Iamblichus with 
striking/ yet universally recognized evidence that divine powers exist 
beyond the human soul. In the De Mysteriis the phenomena of mantike' 
became the exempla of theurgy, furnishing Iamblichus's hieratic Platonism 
with a familiarity that it did not yet possess. At the same time, by arguing 
for the philosophical legitimacy of divinational rites—under the rubric of 
theurgy—Iamblichus provided a theoretical justification for well-known 
religious practices of the Greco-Roman world. 

lamblichus's interpretation of mantike was perfectly orthodox for a 
Platonist, since Plato himself had already pointed to a connection be¬ 
tween divine madness {theia mania) and divination (mantike; Phaedrus 
244a—c). For Plato, "man's greatest blessings come by way of madness. 
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indeed of madness that is heaven-sent" (Phaedrus 244a, 6-8), and 
Iamblichus maintained that since divination came from the gods it was 
"divine work," hence, theourgia. The theurgical interpretation of divina¬ 
tion, therefore, represents Iamblichus's attempt to flesh out the sugges¬ 
tions about divine madness (theia mania) in the Phaedrus. For Platonists, 
the dramatic change of consciousness seen in trance diviners and rhapso- 
dists would have vividly exemplified the kind of transformation sought 
for in the soul. Plotinus, for example, referred to the phenomenon of the 
mantis to describe the souTs contact with the One: 

But just as those who have a god within them (enthousiontes) and 
are in the grip of divine possession may know this much, that 
they have something greater in them, even if they do not know 
what; and from the ways in which they are moved, and the things 
they say, get a certain awareness of the god who moves them, 
though these are not the same as the mover; so we seem to be 
disposed towards the One. 1 

r ,r 

However, what served Plotinus as an evocative comparision and Plato as 
a suggestive etymology became, for Iamblichus, the principal example of 
his theurgical program. One cannot fail to recognize the influence of the 
Phaedrus on the De Mysteriis, particularly Plato's statement that mania, 
like theurgy, comes from the gods and reasoning from men (Phaedrus 
244d, 3-5). Cast against the background of this dialogue. Porphyry be¬ 
comes the "merely clever" man of the Phaedrus while Iamblichus/ 
Abammon assumes the role of the "wise" spokesman for theurgy, the 
theia mania of the fourth century ( Phaedrus 245c, 1-2). 

According to Iamblichus, whenever a soul was touched by the gods 
it entered the condition of a mantis, and just as a traditional mantis 
exchanged ordinary consciousness for a divine possession, so Iamb¬ 
lichus believed that each transformation of the soul was a theurgic 
exchange, a theia mantike. In effect, Iamblichus generalized the specific 
phenomenon of the mantis or the enthousiastes to describe theurgic trans¬ 
formations and he required in turn that the traditional oracles at Del¬ 
phi, Colophon, and Branchidae fit his interpretive criteria for theurgy 
(see DM 123, 11-127,11). 

True divination, according to Iamblichus, was equivalent to divin- 
ization, making the soul divine, and knowledge of the future was merely a 
secondary consequence of ascending to the arche of temporal events. 

1. Plotinus, Enrt, V, 3, 14, 9—14, trans. A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge: Harvard Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1966-68). 



The Platonizing of Popular Religion 

Iamblichus argued that theurgical divination should be carefully distin¬ 
guished from inductive techniques aimed at making predictions or diag¬ 
nosing illnesses, 2 and he also distinguished it from the natural prescience 
of animals to predict earthquakes or rain. Such presentiments arose from 
a sympathy with natural elements or from acute sense perception, but 
they were fallible and did not have the same function as divine mantike 
(DM 162, 16-163, 11). Iamblichus admitted that human souls, like ani¬ 
mals, receive impressions of coming events—what today would be called 
ESP—but he maintained that this was divination of a second order and 
fell short of divine stability and truth. Most significant, it did not trans¬ 
form the soul. "This intuitive faculty," Iamblichus says, "has nothing in it 
that is truly blessed" (DM 288,18-19). As a consequence of having appro¬ 
priated the phenomenon of mantike into his theurgical program, any as¬ 
pect of popular divination that did not meet Iamblichus's criteria for 
theurgy was not considered true divination. 

According to Iamblichus, the function of divination was the deifica¬ 
tion of the soul: 

Divine mantike alone unites us with the Gods , for it genuinely gives 
us a share of the divine life, has a share in prognosis and divine 
intuitions, and makes us truly divine . It truly bestows the Good on 
us, because the most blessed intuition of the Gods is filled with all 
the good things. (DM 289, 3-8) 

The divinatory elements and techniques might be modified according to 
the needs of the time and the soul, but the divine function of mantike 
remained constant: 

There is one correct definition and principle for all forms of divina¬ 
tion and it has nothing to do with irresponsibly divining the fu¬ 
ture with things that lack foreknowledge. Rather, it is to view 
from [the perspective] of the Gods—who contain in themselves 
the limits of the entire knowledge of reality—the divination al- 
loted throughout the whole world and all the lives defined in it. 
This cause is primordial and eminently universal, possessing in a 
primary way (protos) what it bestows to its participants. Certainly, 
it possesses the truth necessary for divination and anticipates the 
essence and cause of events from which it necessarily and accu¬ 
rately yields foreknowledge. Let us take this kind of principle 


2. DM 288, 9-11; 163, 11-13. Iamblichus, again, follows Plato; cf. Phaedrus 244cd; Repub¬ 
lic 516d. 
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universally as the cause for all divination and from which we may 
scientifically discover all its species. (DM 101, 15-102, 11) 


The foreknowledge ( prognosis ) given in divination was not knowledge 
of particular events. It was, rather, an immediate knowing, '"possessing 
in a primary way ( protos )" things that happen serially in time. Like the 
noesis of the gods, this primary knowing was unreflective and therefore 
was not "knowledge" in a discursive sense. 3 4 It lifted the soul from par¬ 
ticular knowing to the level of the gods where all events, past and 
future, were simultaneously contained. Theurgic prognosis was literally 
a pro + gnosis, an ascent to the arche of knowing and thus, to that which 
precedes knowing. Yet, as the arche of knowledge, prognosis contained all 
its species, so the information received in divination, although accurate, 
was merely incidental to the soul's ascent to the arche . Knowledge of the 
future was not an essential characteristic of theurgic mantike . Iamblichus 
says: "Whenever it is necessary for the soul to exercise virtue, and igno¬ 
rance of the future contributes to this, the Gods conceal the things that will 
happen in order to make the soul better" (DM 289, 17-290, 1). Divine 
mantike did not serve human desires; it existed solely "for the sake of the 
salvation and ascent of souls" (DM 290, 2-3). Nor was mantike an "arti¬ 
fice or invention useful for the conduct of life" (DM 100, 5-6). "It is not a 
human work at all," Iamblichus says, "but divine and supernatural and 
sent down to us from heaven" (DM 100, 6-8). 

The differences between Porphyry and Iamblichus are most clearly 
defined on the topic of divination, for both used the phenomenon to 
distinguish their forms of Platonism. Porphyry defined the piety of the 
philosopher by contrasting it with the false wisdom of the diviner. He 
says: "The philosopher ... is detached from exterior things . . . and has 
no need of diviners or the entrails of animals. For the goods about which 
divinations are concerned are the very things from which the philosopher strives 
to detach himself."* In his letter to Anebo, Porphyry maintained that the 
dramatic effects observed in divination were not indicative of the soul's 
exaltation but of diseases caused by "black bile, drunkenness or the fury 
of mad dogs" (DM 158, 7-10). Porphyry said that the ekstasis that threw 
the soul out of discursive awareness was a degenerative phenomenon 
and that the "not-knowing" condition of the mantis indicated a privation 


3. For "knowledge is separated [from its object] by otherness. But prior to the act of 
knowing another as being itself 'other' there exists a spontaneous . . . uniform conjunction 
suspended from the Gods" (DM 8, 4-6). 

4. De Abst . II, 52, 2—4; in Porphyre: De !'abstinence, text, translation, and introduction by 

Jean Bouffartique and Michel Patillon (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1977). 



of knowledge, not an ascent to its principle. The issue is significant, for if 
theurgy translated the soul to an ineffable possession, what would distin¬ 
guish this from a derangement and loss of intelligence? Indeed, this 
issue continues to lie at the heart of current debates over the value of 
theurgy in the history of Platonism. Iamblichus recognized its impor¬ 
tance and responded by distinguishing two kinds of ecstasy: 5 

From the beginning, it is necessary to divide ecstasy into two 
species: one is turned toward the inferior [and the other reaches 
up to the superior]; 6 one is filled with foolishness and delirium, 
but the other imparts goods more honorable than human wis¬ 
dom. One degenerates to a disorderly, confused and material 
movement, but the other gives itself to the cause that rules over 
the very order of the cosmos. The former deviates from under¬ 
standing because it is deprived of knowledge, but the latter be¬ 
cause it is attached to beings that transcend all human understand¬ 
ing. The former is unstable, the latter unchangable; the first is 
counter to nature (para phusin), the latter is beyond nature ( huper 
phusin); the former makes the soul descend, the latter raises it up; 
and while the former entirely separates the soul from participa¬ 
tion in the divine, the latter connects the soul with the divine. 
(DM 158, 10-159, 6) 

'a 

These contrasts are crucial for understanding Iamblichus's defense of 
theurgy and they represent his dearest refutation of the implications of 
sorcery raised by Porphyry and those of "irrationalism" brought by mod¬ 
ern scholars. To an untutored observer a deranged ecstasy para phusin 
might appear the same as a divine ecstasy huper phusin , but they were 
fundamentally opposed, and the De Mysteriis represents Iamblichus's 
attempt to clarify this opposition. In a subsequent passage he makes the 
same kind of distinction with respect to phantasia , contrasting the imagi¬ 
nation stirred up by diseases with divine imaginations ( theiai phantasiai; , 
DM 160, 9-11) sent by the gods. Iamblichus's criterion for determining 
whether the ecstasy was divine or deranged was whether or not it had a 
beneficial and stabilizing effect on the soul. 

It is significant that Plotinus used the term ekstasis only once in a posi- 

5. The distinctions that follow elaborate upon the distinction already made by Plato in 
the Phaedrus. "There are two kinds of madness," Socrates says, "one resulting from human 
illness, the other from a divine disruption of our codes of conduct" ( Phaedrus 265a, 9-11). 

6, I follow the conjecture of Westerink for the lacuna that precedes kai (DM 158, 12). See 
the apparatus of des Places's text and translation of Jamblique: Les mysteres d'Egypte (Paris: 
Les Belles Lettres, 1966), 133. 
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tive sense and even then, Armstrong says, the manuscript may be in 
error. 7 Ekstasis, the "standing outside oneself," would not have played a 
part in the spiritual discipline of one whose soul was already equivalent to 
the Nous. For Plotinus and Porphyry, ekstasis could only be a degenerative 
act, falling out of one's true self, which was equivalent to falling away 
from the divine Nous itself. 8 Hence, Porphyry saw mantic phenomenon as 
a derangement and loss of the "sacred sobriety of the gods" (DM 160, 7). 
In contrast, because of his embodied psychology, Iamblichus believed 
that "standing outside oneself" was altogether necessary for the salvation 
"of the soul. The human "sobriety" extolled by Porphyry was simply not 
enough; Iamblichus tells him: "You should in no way regard human sobri¬ 
ety as comparable to divine sobriety" (DM 160,6-8). Theurgic ekstasis was 
Iamblichus's answer to Plato's theia mania , and he saw the doctrine of the 
complete descent of the soul as its correlate. Because of the soul's hy¬ 
postatic disjuncture from the gods, ekstasis was a sine qua non for apotheo¬ 
sis. The gods came to the soul from without, exothen , and to attain a divine 
life the soul had to undergo an ecstatic transformation and "exchange." 
Ever) 7 theurgist had to become a mantis . 



7. Em. VI, 9, 11, 22-25. See Armstrong's note, Plotinus , trans. A. H. Armstrong (Cam¬ 
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 7:242-43. 

8. De Ahst . 1, 29,4; in Porphyre: De l f abstinence , text, trans., and intro. Bouffartique and 
Patillon. 
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For my part I would rather 
receive one letter from Iamblichus 
than possess all the gold of Lydia, 

— Pseudo-Julian 

What was it about Iamblichus that attracted the respect and veneration 
of Platonic thinkers from the fourth century to the Renaissance? Why 
did the emperor Julian regard Iamblichus as the equal to Plato? And why 
did a student describe Iamblichus as the "great glory," "universal bless¬ 
ing," and "savior" 1 of the Hellenic world? The slavish cheerleading of an 
enthusiast? Why then did later Platonists like Proclus and Damasdus 
give Iamblichus's teachings more authority than even the teachings of 
Plotinus? Was Iamblichus's influence due simply to the "loss of nerve" 
among late antique intellectuals—as many would have us believe—or 
did he, perhaps, outline a compelling and comprehensive vision of a 
world that we no longer understand? 

In light of the pressures confronting Platonists in the fourth century, 
Iamblichus's unknown student may have been correct to see his teacher 
as the soter of the Hellenic world. Under the leadership of Plotinus and 
Porphyry, the influence of Platonism had receded to an intellectual elite 
that was becoming increasingly alienated from the common man. Follow¬ 
ing the sotial and economic changes of the third and fourth centuries, 
the loyalties of the latter were being drawn away from the traditional 
cults of old Hellenism, and increasing numbers of people were adopting 
new identities as participants in the musteria of Christ. This was certainly 
true in the Antioch of Iamblichus's time, and although pagan philoso¬ 
phers were still respected, their authority was gradually being trans¬ 
ferred to Christian bishops who offered salvation to all regardless of 
their social or intellectual class. 2 

It would be tempting, but incorrect, to see Iamblichus's soteriological 

1. An anonymous student of Iamblichus; in The Works of the Emperor Julian , trans. W. C. 
Wright (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1980), Apocryphal Irfter(s) 76, 449bc; 78, 
418d. 

2. Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity (London: Harcouri Brace Jovanovich, 1971), 
60-96. 
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praxis as a reaction to this state of affairs, as his attempt to accommo¬ 
date Platonism to the changing times. It is tempting because Iamb- 
lichus's theurgic reinterpretation of Platonism fulfilled the requirements 
of popular religion while preserving the esoteric disciplines of a privi¬ 
leged few. The former aspect has usually drawn attention, but it is the 
latter that is of greater importance. In one sense theurgy was the logical 
correlate to the law of arithmogonic procession; namely, that the higher 
and more unified a principle, the more extensive or more piercing 
(drimutera ) 3 its effects. Because theurgy provided a more direct and 
simplified participation in the One, it had a wider circle of application 
and was as available to the common man as to the intellectual. Rather 
than falling outside the circumference of Platonism—as many have 
suggested—theurgy penetrated to a deeper center, one that extended 
the boundaries of the Platonic world. To say that Iamblichus preserved 
the esoteric disciplines of the Platonic school, however, is not quite 
correct, for in his estimation those disciplines had already been lost or 
distorted by his predecessors. 

Iamblichus broke away from the teachings of Porphyry and Plotinus in 
order to reestablish—in theurgical Platonism—what he believed to be 
the true teachings of Plato and Pythagoras. Iamblichus thought that he 
had inherited a kind of gnosticized Platonism from Porphyry, with its 
attendant consequences: (1) a cosmological dualism with matter viewed 
as evil; (2) the human soul equated with the World Soul and the Nous; 
and (3) a desacralized and demonic cosmos from which the soul, in 
Porphyry's view, should seek its permanent escape. The impact of these 
views on popular audiences may or may not have been significant, but it 
was far more important to Iamblichus that they were mistaken and 
therefore incapable of leading souls to a genuine transformation and 
apotheosis. 

In a manner that was traditionally Platonic, Iamblichus turned to the 
"Egyptians" and the "Chaldeans"—that is, to barbarian wisemen—for 
the authority to change the direction of his philosophical tradition. The 
degree to which theurgy reflects genuine Egyptian cult practices may be 
significant, 4 but it is not the central issue. At issue is Iamblichus's belief 
in a sacred tradition. Only a tradition received from the gods could play 
the role of authoritative "other" to the fallen soul and fallen society. 
Deference to Egyptian wisdom in this sense was already a topos in the 
Platonic dialogues where "Egypt" functioned as an ideal culture against 

3. in Ale ,, Frag. 8, 8; in Dillon, lamblichi Chalcidensis, commentary, 236-38. 

4. See for example Derchain's essay, "Pseudo-Jamblique ou Abammon?" Chronique 

d’Egypi 76 (1973): 220-26. 
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which Plato measured his own. 5 The role of Plato redivivus, as seen in the 
Chaldean Oracles, cannot be underestimated either as an important in¬ 
fluence on Iamblichus's development of theurgic Platonism. As divine 
logia, the Oracles also functioned as an authoritative "other" capable of 
saving the soul. 

The influence of Pythagorean thought on Iamblichus was perhaps 
most critical, as it provided him with the conceptual framework and the 
theoretic justification for the practice of theurgy. Although Iamblichus 
was an advocate of conserving traditional pagan religions, he discovered 
in Pythagoreanism a revolutionary method to identify himself with the 
"old ways," Using Pythagorean cosmological principles as his standard, 
Iamblichus discovered theurgical dimensions in a variety of religious 
practices. While each cultural embodiment of the gods was unique in its 
myths and rituals—and therefore untranslatable by man—each pos¬ 
sessed a common theurgic power. As a theurgist, and one who had 
coordinated himself with the numbers of creation, Iamblichus had the 
ability to become unified with the gods in a variety of cultural guises. 
The cult simply had to meet his Pythagorean standards, one being that 
the soul's apotheosis was the result of its homologization to the arithmoi 
of the World Soul. These unchanging mathematical proportions were 
the constants in the shifting valencies of lamblichean theurgy Plato top 
had spoken of a "great power of geometric equality amongst gods and 
men" ( Gorgias 508bc) and for Iamblichus the arithmoi , in their theological, 
mathematical, or material expression were the invisible foundation of 
every theurgy. 

The most distinctive cosmological feature in theurgy was the central 
position given to the sun. For Iamblichus, Helios played the key role in 
the apotheosis of the soul: first awakening it through the senses and 
then leading it noetically to the eternal arithmoi. As Plato says in the 
Timaeus: "God lit a fire which we now call the sun . . . that it might give 
light to the whole of heaven, and that animals, as many as nature in¬ 
tended, might participate in number " (Tim. 38bc). And as choreographer 
of the heavens, the sun led souls into their mathematical bodies. The 
Epinomis says: "But this is the greatest boon of all, if a man will accept his 
gift of number and let his mind wander freely over the whole heavenly 
circuit" (977b). 

Like Plato, Iamblichus attempted to uphold the "old ways" of tradi¬ 
tional religions by reinterpreting them according to a cosmological and 
arithmetic schema. Yet, even more than Plato, Iamblichus preserved 

5. See Henri Joly, "Platon Egyptologue," Revue philosopkique de la France et de I'Etranger 2 
(1982): 255-66. 
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these schemas in their own cultural expressions, believing that the 
power of these rites could never be explained intellectually; they had to 
be enacted and embodied. In this, particularly, Iamblichus differed from 
his Platonic predecessors, especially where it concerned the capacity of 
the human intellect. 

The role of the intellect in the souTs salvation was a recurring motif 
within the De Mysteriis. While Plotinus allowed that each soul already 
contained the Nous but was "unconscious" of it, Iamblichus made the 
unconscious presence of the Nous and the One radically distinct, onto- 
logically other, and therefore inaccessible despite all efforts of the soul. 
To reach the superior hypostases the soul needed the aid of superior 
entities and these were received from without ( exothen ). 

One consequence of Iamblichus's embodied psychology was that to 
reach the gods all the energies engaged in the soul's descent had to be 
ritually reengaged and transformed into theurgic receptacles: a world 
ritualized into the energeiai of the gods. In one sense, the differences 
between Plotinus and Iamblichus might seem insignificant since the 
Iamblichean gods (like Plotinus's undescended soul) were always pres¬ 
ent and available to any soul able to receive them. However, because 
the Iamblichean soul was anatropic it was unable to receive This aid, 
which is why the Egyptian/Chaldean element becomes important. For 
Iamblichus, the only way the soul could receive the gods was by prepar¬ 
ing the proper receptacles, the knowledge of which was preserved by 
the priests of sacred races like the Egyptians and Chaldeans. According 
to Iamblichus, their mystagogy was a reflection of cosmogony, and 
their receptacles of the gods recapitulated the act of creation. Apotheo¬ 
sis was realized only through the soul's mimesis of cosmogony, and 
therefore an "escape" from the cosmos apart from a more causal and 
responsible involvement in it not only was undesirable, it was impossi¬ 
ble. Such a notion could arise only from an exaggerated sense of per¬ 
sonal importance, and an escape of this kind did not result in freedom 
but in bondage to an anatropic fantasy. 

Iamblichus argued that theurgy provided everyone, regardless of in¬ 
tellectual training, a way of returning to the gods by preparing their 
receptacles, however crude or subtle these needed to be. A soterio- 
logical cult of this kind might easily degenerate into a form of fetish 
worship if the ritual receptacles (the sunthemata) became objects of ven¬ 
eration in themselves. This may account for Iamblichus's harsh condem¬ 
nation of the "image makers" who attend to the dregs of matter rather 
than to divine causes (DM 171, 5-18). Iamblichus reserved some of his 
most severe criticism for these men, no doubt because the integrity of 
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theurgy was vulnerable to the degenerative worship they encouraged. 
Conversely, a sterile intellectuality that abstracts itself from nature was 
the weakness to which Plotinus's model was vulnerable, and 
Iamblichus criticizes this attitude throughout the De Mysteriis as a form 
of intellectual hubris. 

At the conclusion of the De Mysteriis Iamblichus sums up the goals of 
Egyptian theurgy, claiming that "theurgists do not address the divine 
Nous over trifling matters but only concerning things that pertain to the 
purification, liberation, and salvation of the soul" (DM 293, 5-8). From 
the theurgies performed by "material" souls with heavier sunthemata to 
those performed by "noetic" souls in the more subtle vehicles of mathe¬ 
matic images, the purpose of every theurgic ritual was the purification, 
(katharsis ), liberation ( apolusis ), and salvation ( soteria ) of the soul. Iamb¬ 
lichus's complaint to Porphyry is as relevant today as it was when 
Iamblichus wrote his apology for theurgy. He says: "One should not 
introduce mistakes when making a true judgment of reality, for in the 
case of other sciences or arts we do not judge their works based on 
distortions that occur in them" (DM 92, 4-7). I believe that Iamblichean 
theurgy and the ritual practices of the later Neoplatonists have suffered 
from just this kind of misunderstanding, Because theurgy has errone¬ 
ously been portrayed as an attempt to manipulate the gods it has been 
dismissed as a debased and superstitious form of Platonism, It was 
nothing of the kind. Rather, Iamblichus's prestige in his own and sub¬ 
sequent eras was due to his success in creating—like his fictional 
Pythagoras—a synthesis of worship and divine philosophy. In theurgy 
the highest thought of Platonic philosophy was fully integrated with 
common religious practices, and the immaterial gods were connected to 
the lowest sublunary daimons: in sum, heaven was joined to earth 
through the common mathematical structures of Pythagorean science. 
The Pythagorean solutions that mediated the One and the Many were 
translated by Iamblichus to the tensions pulling at the fourth century; 
the result was a comprehensive vision of a cosmos connected every¬ 
where by numbers and accessible to anyone who ritually embodied 
them. This theurgical vision shaped the thinking of later Platonists 
such as Syrianus, Proclus, and Damascius, and its influence also ex¬ 
tended beyond Platonic circles and may well be reflected in the sacra¬ 
mental theology of Christian thinkers. Indeed, the Church, with its 
ecclesiastical embodiment of the divine hierarchy, its initiations, and its 
belief in salvation through sacramental acts, may have fulfilled the 
theurgical program of Iamblichus in a manner that was never con¬ 
cretely realized by Platonists. In a sense that has yet to be examined. 
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the Church may well have become the reliquary of the hieratic vision 
and practices of the later Platonists. 6 

Even if theurgy were limited to Platonic circles, its significance would 
call for a more careful examination than it has received. It is my hope 
that this study has made some contribution to that end. 





6. See James Miller, Measures of Wisdom: The Cosmic Dance in Classical Antiquity (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1986) for an excellent description of theurgical principles 
enacted in the liturgy of the sixth-century Orthodox church (pp. 515-17). One important 
difference between Platonic and Christian (pseudo-Dionysian) theurgy, however, is that 
for Christians their ekklesm replaces the physical cosmos of the Platonists; it is a theurgy in 
some sense opposed to the cosmos, an idea entirely at odds with Iamblichean theurgy. 
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